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Editor’s Note

 I am pleased to present you with the 32nd issue of Occam’s 
Razor. Picking up this issue, you might have noticed a few chang-
es. This year’s magazine is larger, at 6”x9”, and longer. We have a 
full color cover by talented artist Deanna Graves and interior color 
art by CSU East Bay’s gifted visual artists. We have also selected 
elegant new typefaces.
 I am also proud to announce that for the first time ever, the 
editorial board of Occam’s Razor participated in choosing semifi-
nalists for the fiction and poetry contests. As in previous years, 
all contests were “blind,” with no authors’ names on submissions. 
Outside judges chose the finalists. 
 Last year was the first to feature creative nonfiction. This 
year, we have flash fiction as another new addition. Succinct, but 
never incomplete, our flash fiction evinces our students’ admirable 
ability to move readers in less than a thousand words. Assistant 
and Prose Editor Casey Cantrell and Poetry Editor Daniel Rodri-
guez selected the flash from a large pool of “blind” submissions.
 I would like to thank all of our poets and writers for sub-
mitting their work to the contests, which they so deservingly won. 
I would also like to extend my gratitude to my dedicated staff: 
Casey Cantrell, my right-hand man, for his constant guidance and 
patience; Daniel Rodriguez, for his poetic expertise; Aurora Ramos 
and Sabrina Blank, for their artistic judgment; Carmen Navar-
ro-Perez and Anna Gomez, for keeping us organized; Wendy Me-
dina, for retooling our webpage; Beatriz Alvarez, for taking on the 
arduous task of designing the magazine; Jacqueline Doyle, Susan 
Gubernaut, Christopher Morgan, and Michael Young, for their ad-
vice when we needed it. 
 Equipped with visual and literary examples of CSU East 
Bay’s thriving artistic community, this magazine is sure to please. 
William Occam posited that the simplest answer is probably the 
right one. If you’re looking for gifted artists and writers, look no 
further than your own campus.

Dear Readers,

Sincerely,  
 
     

Luis Guilin, Editor
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First Prize, The Robert V. Williams Fiction Contest, 2015

nother night at John’s, another game of ring around the 
nostril. The coke was dope, fishscale phylum, and they were 
on their third gram. John handled things—the mirror, the 

asbestos white cocaine—and carved powder rails large enough 
to cast shadows on the glass. He saw things. Blinking lights that 
danced on the ceiling. 
 Rule number one is Stop Using When You Start Seeing 
Things.
 John was breaking rules again.
 Kelly and his girlfriend, January, were on the couch in 
John’s basement. Their faces were numb. They scraped gums. 
Kelly’s tongue a bucket-brigade pouring flora and fauna into her 
throat.
 John, armed with a straw, chased the asbestos away.
 The lights on the ceiling blinked until they didn’t.
 The couch in John’s basement was really his mother’s 
couch because it was really his mother’s basement; John just 
sometimes paid the rent, the cable bill, but mostly he squatted 
with Kelly and hatched get rich slow schemes.
 Like now.
 “So we’ll be doormen, then?” John said.
 “No, not really, dude,” Kelly said, taking the mirror into his 
lap. “Think bigger.”
 “Security?”
 “Bigger, dude.”
 John was confused so he said, “I’m confused.”
 January wiped her nose across her arm. “It’s simple,” she 
said. “The Berlin Wall needs guys, not bouncers really, screeners. 
Go-betweens. Rules say it’s hands-off but girls date anyway. You 
guys make sure everything goes right.”

A

Rules of the Game

Daniel Riddle Rodriguez
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all that. All you gotta do is keep their gaze. Never flinch, dude, and 
the possibilities are endless.”
 Kelly told John of all things possible and endless, and pop-
corned the brick with a hanger, gorging on blow until rule number 
two came pouring out of John’s nose in globs and greebles, bloody 
horns that painted his face a Gaucho mustache.
 “Dude,” said Kelly. “You’re getting red on Jackson.”
 The former president, a cylinder no more, just a bill, blood 
smeared and curling.
 John tried to wipe it clean. “My mom’s going to kill me,” he 
said.
 “Jeez, dude,” said Kelly. “All I have are these crummy sin-
gles.”
 Rule number three is Never Use Crummy Singles.
 No one follows rule number three. Get them high enough 
people fucking lick George Washington’s face, his chalky hairline.
 Or get them drunk enough, people try to fuck you with 
them.
 John and Kelly know this because January said so. Sitting 
on the couch, she said, “And you can just tell some guys iron their 
ones because they smell like starch. The ones, I mean. Ironed flat 
but still grimy—give your pussy a paper-cut on purpose.”
 January says all tricks are sadistic, right on down the line. 
Like all deadbeats speak the same language. She said, “That’s 
where you two come in.”
 “Yeah, dude,” said Kelly. “The girls need us to translate.” 
 “Translate?”
 “Uh-huh,” said Kelly, winking, “Tell me: how’s your Ger-
man?”

 The Berlin Wall was built some time after the original was 
razed. Rumor spread like a whispersong that the owner was an 
old Eastern Bloc national, and the bar a tip-of-the-hat to the Iron 
Curtain, but January said the old man’s only nation was “Jew.” 
The hat a black kippah.
 “The first thing you’ll notice is the smell,” January said. 
“Like body sweat and baby powder. The way bum niggas hot-press 
dirty jeans, spray cologne instead of bathing. But it isn’t ‘til you 
reach the private rooms that it all turns antiseptic. A coat on every 
surface. Like, if these walls could breathe they’d burp bleach.”
 January said most tricks don’t notice cuz they’ve got twat 
on the brain. She said it just like that: Twat.

Rodriguez

 “So…we’ll be like pimps, then?” John said.
 “Not really,” said Kelly. “More like middlemen.” 
 “No,” January said. “John’s right. More like pimps.”
 
 Rule number two is Stop Using When Your Nose Bleeds.
 John breaks that rule whenever he can afford to.
 He can afford to tonight because he’d already jumped the 
postman, filched his mother’s check, doubled down on a deviated 
septum. Bills were due the fifteenth and Social Security came on 
the first. He spent the mean time trying to make the latter meet 
the former.
 The latter hardly cooperated.
 It was a hard fight, but Kelly leased him some muscle. Be-
sides squatting and hatching and coating his sniffles with powder, 
Kelly was good at other things: ambushing mail carriers and keep-
ing close proximity to money. It was a gift. Like serendipity but 
with aforethought. The malicious kind.
 Kelly was also good at having a bank account.
 “That your mother’s check?” he’d asked then. “Sign it over 
to me and you’ll see at least double in a week.”
 This is how plans are hatched.
 “Double?” said John.
 “In a week,” Kelly said. “Trust me.”
 If you choose to trust Kelly you’ll find the way to double 
your money is to spend it all first. The trick is to buy enough for a 
deal, but not so much you sit on the onion. Money isn’t the only 
thing with a short shelf life. Kelly was full of little wisdoms. Did 
you know they’re paying more than triple the price in at least three 
states between the west and the mid? he’d say. Or, we can stay 
here, cut this with baby laxative, get a motel room in the city and 
really make a killing. Or, we can troll the Greyhound, poach a few 
souls willing to peddle themselves for a bump.
 “Listen John,” Kelly said now. “If you don’t get high on your 
own supply, how in the hell are you supposed to get high? Sniff 
once and inspire that entrepreneurial spirit.”
 John origamied Andrew Jackson cylindrical, said, “Baby 
laxative? Soul poaching? People still go for that?”
 “People still go for everything. The bait and switch. The pig 
in a poke.”
 “Guys selling TV boxes full of bricks taped to the bottom…” 
January offered.
 “Exactly,” said Kelly. “A fool and his money soon part and 
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 “That’s Alan Alda, Ma.”
 “It was right after he died, remember? And the flags flew 
half-mast?”
 “I was born in ’78, Ma.”
 “But your father didn’t have a flag so he named you after 
him.”
 “He never said nothin’.”
 “After Kennedy,” she said. 
 Ma probed the insides of her cheeks, tongued the crest of 
her lips, searching for disintegrated crumbs. “He had high hopes 
for you.”
 John said his father said nothing and it was true. He came 
from a generation that spoke mostly with their hands and wore 
blue collars like millstones—yoked masons and silent rebar twist-
ers. 
 A working class hero.
 Sodium of God’s strata.
 “I said your father said he had high hopes for you,” she 
said.
 “Could’ve been President,” said John.
 “Not that high,” she said.
 On the TV, two surgeons traded barbs back and forth—
lunge, riposte, repeat—while a dress with some sort of man inside 
sashayed around the room.
 “Looks like some work’s coming up, though, Ma,” John 
said. “A respectable place, too. Liquor license.”
 Ma stared miles into the screen. “Look who’s hoping now,” 
she said.

 John does not remember rule four, but it should be Don’t 
Trust Kelly With Ma’s Money.
 A week after they should have seen at least double the 
money back, John and Kelly were standing in the living room, 
staring at snow.
 “So what happened?” said John.
 “I think it’s called white noise,” said Kelly.
 “I meant the money.”
 “Oh, that. Crazy, dude. First I grossly miscalculated sup-
ply and demand for stepped on blow in our beloved Bible Belt. 
Stepped too hard, we did. Plus my mule got arrested.”
 “No way.”
 “I am mule-less.”

Rodriguez

 She said, “That is where you’ll be most nights, between the 
stage and the back rooms. All you have to do is stand guard.”
 There was a large Hawaiian man whose job may not have 
been anything more than being large and Hawaiian. His name was 
Rock. All the girls said he was a teddy bear; his tattoos said he’d 
rather die than be dishonored. 
 “But you don’t have to trip on him,” January said. “He only 
covers the door, the bar.”
 John’s post would be the no-man’s land between the baby 
powder and the ammonia. Screening for potential sodomites and 
papercutters.
 Something like a pimp.

 If San Lorenzo houses had foyers, John would’ve been 
standing in one. The consolation prize a cubic yard of tile—real 
marble, faux luxury for the rent control demographic. The air was 
dense, tart with the copper coin smell of his mother and TV din-
ners. She was in the living room, stabbing chicken-fried steak with 
an oyster fork, watching TV.
 This time it wasn’t M*A*S*H.
 Tonight was courtroom drama, a police procedural: ciga-
rette smoke in the interrogation room, good cop bad cop. John 
sat next to his mother, fingered the lace doilies and worked the 
remote. She coughed pieces of herself onto the floor, while he ex-
plained to her the nuances:
 “He’s the one who did it, Ma.”
 John dissolved pieces of black tar in a Visine bottle, sniffed 
deeply to keep from nose-diving into the carpet fibers, squeezing 
her hand to maintain spatial orientation. 
 The detective played the hambone card, the perp wilting 
under the combination of palm strikes and police jargon:
 Where you’d hide the body, pervo?
 Nights like these he’d squeeze her hand and say, “It was 
him, Ma.”
 But mostly it was M*A*S*H.
 Hunnicutt and Hawkeye.
 Witty repartee.
 John changed the channel.
 “You were named after him,” his mother said, spitting flecks 
of food past her dentures.
 “Hawkeye?”
 “John Kennedy,” she said.
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part of their shift with the alkies, trying to fleece them for singles, 
maybe a shot of Beam for the cab ride home. The DJ stacked his 
records. Rock was behind the bar doing barman things: polishing 
glasses, toweling top. He pointed a martini glass at John and said, 
“You’re here.”
 “Yes, I am,” said John.
 “You’re early.”
 “Showing initiative.”
 Rock slapped the towel over his shoulder and placed a rota-
ry phone onto the bar top, hunched over it like he was calling the 
Kremlin. The phone was all red bulbs, no numbers, the center of 
the dial like an all white eyeball.
 The Kremlin answered.
 “Man says he’ll see you in a minute. Just wait here by the 
bar.”
 One of the dancers, an old guardian in leopard print, sad-
dled a barstool next to John’s, fingered his collar. “I love your 
shirt,” she said. “Crocodiles are, like, my second favorite reptile.”
 Before John could ask about her first, a voice said he’s not 
a barfly.
 “He’s not a barfly,” said the voice. “So you might as well give 
it up.”
 January, a cigarette dangling from her lip, shooed the leop-
ard away and, leaning in, gave John one of those one-armed hugs 
where tits kiss the chin. “You gotta light?” she said.
 She was wearing a dye job and china bangs, body glitter 
and pasties, cat ears. 
 Because everyone likes pussy she told me, just like that.
 “You ever wear those for Kelly?”
 “Used to,” January said. “Not lately. Withdrawals, I guess. 
It’s been, like, whiskey dick but without the whiskey.”
 “Crazy.”
 “No dick, either.”
 “Is there anything I can do,” John said. “I was named after 
a president, you know.”
 “Yeah, which one?”
 “I don’t know. The dead one. ”
 “My favorite.” January tossed her cigarette into a beer stein, 
prompted a hiss of smoke. “I’m up next.”
 John worked his elbows on the bar top. The DJ worked the 
ones and twos, the wobble bass.
 The strip tease is an awkward waltz, but tricks don’t notice 
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 “That is totally fucked.”
 “She was on her way back. It was kinda random apparently, 
a totally unrelated incident—”
 “My mom’s going to kill me.”
 “—except they found the money on her.”
 “Fucked.”
 “So in a way I guess it does relate.”
 “What happens now?”
 “To her? Nothing probably, a court date, juvenile probation, 
maybe.”
 “The money.”
 Kelly clicked the remote, surfed static. “You need to pay the 
bill,” he said.
 They stared at the TV screen, the army of black ants 
marching.
 “At least we have January,” John said. “At least we have 
some work.”
 “Au contraire, mon frère,” said Kelly. “I have January. You 
have an interview.” Kelly looked at a watch John hadn’t noticed 
before. “In T-minus ninety minutes. So, you know, look sharp or 
whatever.”
 John looked himself over: Fruit of the Loom wifebeater and 
a pair of denim jeans that sprouted from the loom, Pro Keds. “How 
do I look?”
 “Like a shoe in,” Kelly said, clicked the remote.
 
 Don’t Tell Them You’re Here For The Pimp Job. 
 Before he broke rule five John went to the Berlin, dressed 
in a Polo shirt and khakis borrowed from his father’s closet, his 
blue-collar formal wear. He stood outside the club and checked 
his reflection in the tinted windows. The shirt had an embroidered 
reptile. The khakis cuffed under the rubber soles of his Keds. 
There was a sign above the door that said The Berlin Wall and a 
German Shepherd leashed to a truck tire, sleeping.
 John looked at its ragged ears, the button of callous on 
its nose. He reached into his pocket and then dumped a pinch of 
powder onto the meat of his fist, sniffed it. He addressed the dog.
“Here goes everything,” he said, projecting indifference.
 The sleeping dog snorted once, projecting the same.
 Inside the club the shift was changing. New dancers. A man 
in a grey shirt and a pompadour shoved a mop around, while the 
old guard—journeymen dancers grinding the rent—spent the last 
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 John pictured scopes and forceps, bits of larynx sand-
wiched between cover slips. He cleared his throat. “It’s never too 
late to quit, I guess.”
 “Wise words, young man. Just because something’s broken 
doesn’t mean you keep on breaking it, am I right?”
 “As rain, sir.”
 “Please, call me Obadiah,” the old man said, tapping the 
nameplate with his cigarette.
 Rock came back with the J&B and stuffed it in John’s 
lap—a scotch-blend joey in the crotch of his jeans.
 “So,” the old man said. “What do you have for me?”
 This was John’s moment now. His alone to prove he be-
longed with the real world schemers—the ones outside his base-
ment, the ones who live up to their namesakes and straddle desks 
like gods do. Because the real world is more than hoping and 
hatching plans. It’s execution. It’s sitting down and looking the 
man in the eye and making him flinch first, give up the goods. Or 
at least a prevailing wage, some bennies maybe.
 John looked the man in the eye. “The first thing you should 
know is I’m a man of rules. Lots of them. I believe a man is only 
a man who lives by certain rules, parameters and whatnot. The 
second thing is I do not believe in résumés; that’s one of the rules. 
I cannot stress that enough. But in the interest of full disclosure I 
should tell you, my résumé, if I were to have one, would appear a 
tad spartan. You see, I’m a family man. I don’t have any kids, per 
se, but I do have a mother, an ailing one. I take care of her. I take 
care of the bills, too, and the doctor’s appointments, the medica-
tions. I believe family should always come first; my father taught 
me that. Another rule. He taught me a lot of things, my father. He 
was a blue-collar guy, a union man, real salt of the earth, worked 
with his hands, tools.”
 The old man cocked his head some. Rock leaned back on 
the wall, crossed his arms, glared.
 John cleared his throat. “What I’m getting at Obadiah…”
 “Sir,” said Rock.
 “Umm, yeah. I mean, what I’m getting at, sir, is what I lack 
in actual job market experience I make up for in real world experi-
ence. I’d be a valuable addition to the staff.” John unbuttoned his 
collar then buttoned it again and, trying to muster up some Kelly 
courage, said, “I never flinch, sir.”
 The old man leaned back in his chair, impregnating pause. 
Rock flexed his wifebeater tan and exhaled through his nose. John 
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cuz twat’s still on the brain. For most girls the pole is more prop 
than dance partner, something to grab while you fling your box at 
the crowd, shake stretch marks invisible. Even experienced girls 
are graceless, in any other context an oddity—think back-bend 
contortion or Cirque de Soleil without the esteem—an oiled down 
and sparkling hood ornament. But January was a star, a constel-
lation even. She got on stage and spread her singularity, breathed 
life into shitty metaphors. On the brass pole, she made dubstep 
feel like Mozart.
  John wondered how long it would last.  How long be-
fore the lambskin pops and she’s squatting an eight-pound hatch-
ling? How long before she’s just another quivering mass of black 
leggings and swollen ankles stuffed into pink Crocs, a stoop mom 
smoking Newports to the filter, yelling at the back of her son’s 
head? Will the son look like Kelly? What color would that be—tan? 
Is mixed a color? John remembered when flesh came in the Cray-
ola box; remembered, too, that it was a damned close match.
 He took a powder bump for nostalgia’s sake. 
 January spun back up the pole, her redbone legs like chop-
per blades.
 “It’s like she has an extra hand down there.” He wondered 
what her flesh tone was.
 “You keep those dick beaters in your pockets,” Rock said, 
pointing to John’s dick beaters. “Come on. The man will see you 
now.”
 The man had an office upstairs with one-way glass that 
oversaw the club, and a bank of closed-circuit televisions that 
assisted the overseeing. The man was old, reed-stalk thin, his face 
all bone and sharp angles, skin like cracked porcelain. “Can I offer 
you something to drink?” he said. “Water? J&B? Rock, get…I’m 
sorry, I didn’t get your name.”
 “John, sir. Like the President…”
 “Right. Rock, get John here a J&B.” The old man smiled. He 
looked like something carried by the neck, a patchwork of wrinkles 
stitched to the ears. He sat behind a desk too large for the room, 
for himself, probably for the world. An oak desk with nothing on it 
but the old man and a nameplate that read: Obadiah. 
 The old man smoked electronic cigarettes that blinked red 
when he inhaled and produced vapor instead of smoke. “I’m trying 
to cut back, you see. Doctor says four packs a day is four packs 
too many. Had a cancer scare a while back, turned out to be noth-
ing, but still…”



1110       Occam’s Razor   Occam’s Razor   

 When John woke up he was back in his basement, shirtless 
and not alone. January in poom-poom shorts and a scoop-neck 
sweater. She brought ice, held it on his puffing mouse, his cauli-
flower ears. “At least he didn’t close his hand,” she said.
 “He’s a real teddy,” said John.
 “They actually make you look tough.”
 “Yeah?”
 “Tough is always good.” She switched hands. Dripping wa-
ter traced her forearm.
 “How’d I get home?”
 “Checkered cab,” January said. “Tipped extra cuz of the 
blood.”
 “And my mom?”
 “She’s up there. I was going to make something up about 
your shirt but I don’t think she noticed anyway.”
 January and John sat in silence for a while, and then they 
didn’t.
 “Kelly’s sorry, you know.”
 “Yeah?” said John.
 “I don’t know,” she said. “Probably.”
 She dropped the bag in his lap and shook water from her 
hands. She pulled a wad of bills from the nest of adipose tissue, 
due south, and peeled off a crispy few. “For the cable,” she said. 
“She’s staring at snow up there.”  
 John followed her red calves up the stairs, her fingertips 
on the banister. He heard the front door close and static from the 
television. He got up and palmed the money, squeezed it.
 In the kitchen he warmed his mother’s dinner—black 
bean patty and broccoli, something she’d have appreciated back 
when she remembered to appreciate things—he knuckled digits, 
prompted the whir and the yellow light. He leaned his crotch in 
toward the microwave and imagined the next scheme he hatched 
to be a sightless, wailing thing. Its primordial ooze made mordial 
through electromagnetic waves, dielectric heating. He’d leash it, 
drag it around the important places: Yellowstone, Stonehenge, all 
the stones. Even the corner where he copped stones. He’d hoist its 
dwarfined body onto his shoulder, sing praises into its soundless 
Tiny Tim ears.
 “I have hopes for you,” he’d say.
 High ones.
 The microwave dinged and his mother came salivating, 
dragging her walker with the tennis ball feet. John imagined an-
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could feel the wobble bass through the hardwood, wished he could 
ride the sound and bodywave himself back to his small world, his 
mother, her basement. He stared at the spot in between the old 
man’s eyes. The old man finally spoke.
 “I am confused,” he said, turning toward Rock. “Rock, are 
you confused?”
 “Very confused,” Rock said.
 “Unconfuse me.”
 Rock slapped the darkness into John. “Cut the shit!” he 
said and slapped him back to light.
 The old man blew vapor and watched Rock slap John out of 
his chair, rip the collar off his shirt.
 “Where’s Kelly, John?” said Rock. “Have you seen Kelly, 
John?”
 John saw stars. “I don’t understand…”
 “Neither do we, John,” Rock said. “Kelly owes us money, 
John. Kelly said he’d pay us, John. Kelly said he’s sending John 
with the money, John. Where’s the goddamn money, John?”
 Rock punctuated his words with his hands. He took John 
by the ears and thumbed the lobes until the cartilage broke and 
through him cackled blood and pain. He forced him to his feet, 
held him by the hair to keep him standing. He looked at the old 
man who looked back and said, “Well?”
 Rock stuffed his hand in John’s pants, cupped his balls, 
ripped the pockets off his khakis.
 “Well?” the old man said. “What?”
 “Not even a wallet, just some scale.” Rock held the baggy 
up, tongued it.
 “Ours?” the old man said. “Jesus Christ, Rock.” He came 
from around his desk. “We don’t care what you do with it as long 
as you pay for it. Don’t they know that, Rock?”
 “They don’t even know,” Rock said and put a knee in John’s 
stomach. Dropped him.
 “Please,” John said. “Pleaseplease.”
 The old man leaned in and said, “Please?”
 “Please,” John said.
 “My god, man. Where do you think you are?” the old man 
said. “Don’t you know why you are here?”
 “I only came for the pimp job,” said John, his lip busting 
blood.
 The big man leaned in, busted some more.
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First Prize, The Helen “Jackie” DeClercq Poetry Contest, 2015

After “Windchime” by Tony Hoagland

He brings them in by the bucket,
in muddy jeans and weekend plaid. 
It’s barely noon on a Saturday 
and he’s leaning over the kitchen sink, 
all back for the hungry audience of us, 
cold trout in his left hand, 
knife in his right, the blade 
solid in the vice of his palm
while we are left impatient 
and he decides.

He must have done it two dozen times, 
a Saturday a month for the whole summer, 
the silver blade pressed clean 
against the same plaid shirt, 
before the day we hid—curious 
and uninvited, 
stretching our necks to see the blood
we’d only heard about. 

No one, including me, had ever seen its color. 
We had only imagined the silver bodies pouring  
some time long before the eggs were cracked,
the flour stuck to our small hands. 

But the beginning was the lake— 
loud laughter chasing the fish away, 
bites still tugging at our lines to spite our best efforts, 
how he used to pretend we did the reeling, 

Fish Fry

Katelyn Lucasother life in which her entrance would’ve been accompanied by 
studio applause, canned laughter, an obligatory nod to Pavlov. 
A world where a sandy-blond, Tiger Beat cupid would play his 
son, spout out wisdoms too wise for his age. John would trade 
barbs with him until he was too old to trade anything, his son old 
enough to hatch his own schemes, pilfer his own Social Security 
checks. He would let him shoulder the world for a while. Inherit a 
rule or two.
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really don’t want to argue with you right now,” she says 
without looking away from the dishes. A soft crackle as wa-
ter splattered off her hands and into the sink. I was talking 

about jellyfish.
 I’d read that the jellyfish Turritopsis nutricula were immor-
tal, could age backwards or forwards if they liked. Transdiffer-
entiation, they call it. I noted the absurdity of laying possibly the 
greatest conceivable gift at the feet of a creature without feet. 
 “What does it matter?” she said, and halfway through my 
carefully measured response, I slipped and fell through that tear 
in the net and off into the abyss of this absurd conversation. I 
went on to make some grave mistakes. 
 Elise is busy, or at least a little too busy for me. For this. 
She has a way of doing that, of making a choice to use her distrac-
tion as an escape hatch from thoughts she’d rather not have. Or, 
in this case, husbands. 

* * *
 Seven years have ticked by as I wait for my new cells to 
substitute for the faulty, outmoded ones I’ve been maintaining. I’m 
in a green space down by the mud flats, settling in. It’s not qui-
et enough for deep thinking, but it’s good enough for lunch. I’ve 
eaten and I’m sitting uncomfortably on a fallen tree, feeling more 
ensconced in myself than usual. I begin to ponder.
 The reallocation of blood to my stomach makes the develop-
ment of deep thoughts difficult. But I persist. The seed was plant-
ed earlier that day, by an aside in an article about sea-life, and I’m 
compelled to branch this growing awareness out into my under-
standing.
 I used to do this more, and to greater effect, when I was 
younger man. I remember vividly being a child, still living at home, 

“I

The Itch

Peter Reinkethe way he pulled hooks from behind a turned back.
his hands, quick and quiet, 
until the fish hit the bottom of the bucket, clean;
but I can see what we gained in knowing—
the way his fingers buttoned our coats
and removed eyes at the sink; 
where he stood like a wall; 
hiding the hands we held,
when they were covered
in blood. 
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known at the time it was going to be a particularly useful thing to 
remember, that it might come up, that she might be able to final-
ly hurt me the way she wanted to so badly. I don’t remember the 
look on her face. 
 I don’t remember any part of adulthood as well as I do the 
carpet of my childhood bedroom. I can still feel the texture of the 
weave against my elbows and knees. I remember the contours of 
the bin of jumbled Legos, the bright reds and blues popping out of 
that plastic soup. I remember the rattle as I fished around in there 
for that perfect piece, the three-by-two, the one I needed to finish 
off my fleet of X-wings. I don’t remember when I stopped remem-
bering those things, but I’d guess it was sometime between seven 
and fourteen. 
 I’ve heard now, a few times, that our present-day dreams 
are still set in the rooms and wildernesses of our childhood. When 
you’re stressing about work in your sleep, if you get the chance to 
look around, your counter or desk will probably have some of your 
junior-high graffiti on it. 
 I never dream about Elise.
 I finally think to ask her directly about what’s going on. I 
regret that decision immediately.
 “What do you mean?” she asks, sponge in hand like a brick, 
building the wall that I can finally see. We don’t want to be here 
anymore.
 “I don’t understand you,” she says, and walks out of the 
room. That particular Elise will never walk back in.

* * *
 Human beings are the most masochistic of all animals. 
Even lemmings don’t really throw themselves off cliffs. That whole 
zoological fraud was perpetrated on the minds of impressionable 
children everywhere, and whatever retraction was made has large-
ly been relegated to the footnotes of obscure scientific journals. 
No, we’re the only ones who go out of our way to create these elab-
orate social constructions that inevitably break us down. We think 
we need structure, that our lives will be better with the security of 
consistency. I don’t believe in it anymore. Not this me, anyway.
 So why do I feel so tired, so beaten down, if every single cell 
in my body has been refreshed in the past seven years? I’ve forgot-
ten something important. It’s happening a lot, lately, my aftermar-
ket parts aren’t holding up.
 I knew three weeks before the wedding that it was a bad 
idea. Well, obviously I didn’t know, or I would have steered myself 

and feeling powerful. I could restructure my thinking from the 
inside out, build an organic machine that was my consciousness, 
direct it out into the substrate of my childhood experience. I re-
member so distinctly being that child, that singularly defined be-
ing of potential and direction. Now it’s settling in that I’m not that 
kid anymore, I’m something completely different. 
 It’s scientific fact. The research is in, none of us older than 
seven years are precisely who we think we are. We’re copies, sys-
tematically replaced on a cellular level to inhabit the same shape 
and space with entirely new parts. All the scrambled eggs and gra-
nola bars and hot dogs of the past seven years have been broken 
down and converted into this perfect simulation of the kid who 
first saw himself in the mirror. It’s a different person in the mirror, 
now.

* * *
 Knowing what’s happening helps. I was starting to drown 
in the hopelessness of layers and layers of anxious misunder-
standings. But now I know what’s happening to me and her. And 
it helps. The problem is our thoughts, our expectations. She’s 
just as stuck in her body as I am in mine, doubting her feelings in 
favor of that illusion reflected on glass. She can’t accept the reality 
of the situation, and she resents me for trying.
 “You mean you feel like you’re changing?” She’s worried.
 “No, not changing.” I smile. I know. “I’ve changed. I’m dif-
ferent. You are too, we all are.” I wait for the immensity of this to 
dawn on her, for her to smile back and enjoy the thought along 
with me.
 “Yeah, okay, that’s called growing up. Our brains aren’t 
done developing until our twenties. For guys I think it’s mid-thir-
ties.” 
 Is that a dig? How is it that a gift I try to give to her has 
spun on its axis and gouged me instead.
 “No, come on, I’m not just saying that. It goes down below 
macrobiology to the basic building blocks of the thing. I’ve had 
every single cell replaced in the past seven years. I’m not me any-
more, I’m a new person who just looks like me.” I pause and try to 
catch her eyes before I explain the heart of my realization. “If every 
cell is new, how can I not be different?”
 “We’re all made of stars, Peter. I get it.”
 She didn’t get it.
 Later, when we were talking with a couples counselor, she 
quoted me word for word and I just about lost it. Maybe she’d 
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 “But I’d be tired, and old.” Now more quietly, retreating 
from the words, from me.
 “No, no, that’s the point, you’d be totally refreshed forever. 
You could grow younger! Your body would keep replacing parts as 
you went and you’d never break down.”
 “I don’t know. I think maybe you need to die to appreciate 
life.” I hated her right then.
 I don’t anymore, though. Hate’s so “last me.” I’ve moved 
on to bigger and better things, anxiety and self-doubt. But in my 
dreams I still know where to find the right pieces to fix it.

away from it. All the right pieces were present, the roiling soup 
of neurochemicals was simply out of balance, the thought never 
managed to materialize. My younger self would have laughed and 
walked away. 
 I wasn’t brave when I was young, I was shy. But I was sure. 
I watched, I learned, and I adapted. I didn’t have all the detritus of 
conflicting experience that adulthood brings, but it was more than 
just clearing clutter. I saw things with greater clarity. I didn’t trust 
anyone, the way a wolf doesn’t. I saw the importance of things in 
a way I remember so vividly, but can’t seem to replicate. Because 
that isn’t me anymore.
 “You mean the seven year itch?” Ben asked without really 
asking. Just an excuse to launch off on his story of how nothing’s 
unique, and what an amazing, mature specimen he is to have en-
dured just exactly what I’m going through right now. It’s so easy, 
anyone can do it! Except. 
 We’re at a bar, and I’m buying, so he’s drinking. And 
talking. He has a way of saying so much about things without 
seeming to be troubled by supporting thoughts. 
 And I want to believe him, I want to accept his version of 
the truth, take in his wavelength and phase into that reality.
 “I don’t even know. Maybe, I guess. It’s a weird coincidence, 
at least. Sevens.”
 “Yeah, well, nobody ever said marriage was easy. The way I 
see it...”
 I didn’t see it that way. Maybe I’m just an iteration too ear-
ly. Maybe the next me, in this life or the next, will get it all figured 
out. Everybody talks about working through it, that marriage is a 
lot of work. I don’t need another job. 
 Maybe we do itch after seven years because that spot on 
our backs we just can’t reach is a whole new spot. New cells, new 
nerves, new me. Maybe relationships shouldn’t be longer than sev-
en years, as a rule. Check in, see if maybe you want to renew the 
arrangement in the unlikely event of concurrent realignment. And 
if not, just smile and wave. Walk forward into that new life, as the 
new you, without the remnants of dead ideas. 

* * *
 “I don’t really think about it,” she muttered. I was getting in 
the way of the dishes.
 “You wouldn’t want to live forever? To do all the things you 
wanted, and think up new ones, and do them too?” I was in disbe-
lief.
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water in the lungs. A hunger 
for a new white pill every hour. 
Its threat, is a reckoning. A call 
to arms for the bodies hers 
has birthed. After dinner,
before goodbye I linger 
in the doorway staring, careful
to be sure her stubborn chest 
rises              and falls.

LucasFirst Prize, The Donald Markos Poetry Contest, 2015

When I turn my key in the front door, 
something new has already beaten me inside. 
She is the color of sidewalk. The body 
stiff and cold to the touch, uncomfortable
in its own rest. I touch her arm, careful 
to not startle the woman inside. Grateful, 
when I do. I tell her, “Good morning.” 
I just got off work. It is six in the evening 
and my grandmother can’t believe it. 
When she speaks, she borrows 
another voice. When she laughs, 
she bears down on her bottom lip. 
A hospital bed, in a bedroom. Wheelchair, 
in a carpeted hallway. The walker, cast out into the garage, 
has become the enemy of each daughter, as it failed to hold her. 
My grandmother says, “There is no such thing as humility 
when you get to be my age,” and I move the commode 
to sit at her twisted feet. I tell her she has earned the right
to be unashamed. Each accessory, proves a life 
more difficult to live. My grandfather tells me she lost 
ten pounds in a week and I say nothing. I cook dinner. 
Mashed potatoes, corn, meatloaf. Fresh bread and 
butter spread on all of it. Heavy handed with cheese, 
and chocolate for dessert. But she isn’t in the mood, 
she says. She wants to sleep now and the table
is quiet enough. We hold our tongues, 
and chew with our mouths closed
as to not disturb her. The body 
is a trick of science. Subtle in 
its faults, sometimes. Death 
is a secret handshake. A quiet 

Weight

Katelyn Lucas
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e buttoned the top button of his plaid shirt he wore every 
day, and stepped outside, realizing the whole world was 
plaid. Plaid policemen patrolled in plaid police cars. Plaid 

children played in plaid puddles. High above, a plaid plane soared 
past plaid clouds. He raced to the bridge where he knew he would 
find her painting the sunset. Instead, he found her painting plaid. 
He closed his eyes, thinking everything was the same, and he 
opened them knowing everything was nothing. He stepped over 
the guardrail, ripped off his plaid shirt, and he found plaid skin 
underneath. He jumped.

H

Plaid

Luis Guilin

Come back soon. Justin Pastores. Char-
coal and chalk.
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 We’re back on the road for the 500-plus mile trip into the 
sweat-soaked furnace of Lynchburg, Virginia, in high summer: an 
endless drive in hell. No air-conditioning. How to pass the time? 
Ah… Plates for States? I make the suggestion, knowing that Bill 
and Don—especially Bill—will go for anything involving cars, and 
Bill will get so enthused that I’ll be able to trick him handily. Who-
ever calls the license plates on those states starting with the letter 
called out by the MC—that would be me—gets an extra Coke from 
the stash in the cooler. 
 “OK, you guys, first one to see a license plate for a state be-
ginning with ‘B’ wins the Coke.” I lazily scan the road. Rapt to the 
task, Bill torques his head out the window at every car that flies 
by. He gets distracted by the sports cars. 
 “Oh, wow, there goes a powder blue TR3, man, would I 
love one of those babies!” Whipping his head left to right as the 
cars rush by, he can’t find a winning license plate. I’m gnawing 
through my lower lip to stop myself from erupting when he finally 
realizes, wait a minute, there aren’t any states beginning with ‘B’. 
 “You pile of shit!” 
 I go, “Hey, Bill, just a sec, I think you’ve forgotten one. You 
know, the one way down south, Balabama? Or, don’t forget this 
one: Barkansas?”
 
 Stealthily, shovel in hand, the boy approached the house, 
the wagon trailing behind him. There was no fence. Guided by 
a three-quarter moon, he crept over the silvered grass, glancing 
at the windows above. All dark. When he reached the rear of the 
house, he silently proceeded to the back of the yard, the wagon 
wheels whooshing softly against the grass. Far back in the dis-
tance, he could make out the dogwood tree, enormous, bedecked 
with blossoms with a scent overpowering and spicy sweet. He 
needed to hurry. His father was waiting at home; everything there 
was prepared.

 Whizzing down the interstate, the Chevy makes good time 
and crosses the Mason-Dixon line just in time for us three to cry 
out, red dirt! Rebel dirt! Different dirt from Yankee dirt. That rich 
color, and packed solid, too. You could make a bowl out of it and 
bake it in a kiln. Now that we were in Virginia, we could badger 
our parents to stop at the next gas station, to finally get our favor-
ite soda, not sold anywhere up north: Dr Pecker! Driving further 
south, the hilarity of Plates for States diminished, we replace it 

BirdSecond Prize, The Robert V. Williams Fiction Contest, 2015

e’re all five jammed into a ’57 red and white Chevy sedan 
with fins sharp enough to eviscerate the family hound if 
he tries to jump up onto the trunk in a futile effort to join 

us on our annual road trip from New York to Virginia. Bill, Don 
and I are tuned into something not quite right. And looking out 
the window of the backseat, we scream, “Dad, Dad, Schlep wants 
to come too, he’s chasing the car down the street, STOP, Dad!” 
 Dad grouses, “WHAT in the SAM HILL, that mutt’s gonna 
get it, how’d he get out of the house anyway, back to the pound for 
him!” 
 The car shrieks hideously to a stop and U-turns back to the 
Cape Cod bungalow, which is also red and white, but without the 
fins. The dog is haul-assed back into the house, the door firmly 
closed and locked, the neighbor called and reminded to feed and 
check up on him: “Just a friendly reminder: I don’t want to find 
the house sacked when we get back. And those consarn cats! They 
stay inside, don’t forget to clean the litter box or they’ll piss on the 
bed.” And Dad knew that they’d do it on his side. 
 
 On a balmy June night in Lynchburg, Virginia, Grandfa-
ther was sixteen years old. It was 1886, and at that time of year 
it wasn’t fully dark until after 9 PM. The descent of total darkness 
was imperative before he could do what his father had ordered 
him to do. No one could see him, no one could know. He took the 
shovel with him, leading the rickety wooden wagon by its han-
dle. He walked across town, head down, attempting invisibility to 
any late-night horse carts he might encounter. Threading his way 
through alleyways and along the side of the dried-up creek bed, 
after a long, zigzagging slog across town, he finally recognized the 
silhouette of the two-story home his family had inhabited until a 
few months ago. He had reached his destination.
  

W

Earthenware

Mary bird
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above, the moon illuminated the site as he started to dig up 
clumps of earth, silently depositing them in a pile. He worked 
steadily, guided by his knowledge of what the dimensions should 
be, when his shovel hit wood. He dug a path around the perim-
eter and wondered how he, alone, was going to get the coffin out 
of there, but he had brought a length of strong rope, which would 
help, and a pry bar. As hard as he strained to hoist the coffin into 
the wagon, he struggled to contain his dread. For some weeks, his 
sister had lain in the red clay soil, among strangers, and now the 
mission was his to bring her home.
 
 After a few more rounds of Animal Vegetable Mineral, when 
Mom trumps us all by calling Ugli fruit a vegetable (“Well,” she 
says, “it’s not like there’s a fruit category, so what choice do I 
have?”), we’re sucking down our sodas and trying not to upchuck. 
Dad blasts the Chevy around the Blue Ridge curves like a race 
car barely hugging the track. Only another hour or so to go, and 
Bill says he sure hopes Grandma will make us fried chicken and 
spoon bread and those snap beans cooked in bacon grease, and 
my mouth is twitching for black bottom pie. We might all go to 
the lake, teeming with water moccasins, and reach the dock just 
in the nick of time, before they close in on our toes. Suddenly, I re-
member that Cousin George promised to take us frog gigging after 
dark! Maybe this year we’ll be old enough to go with him and his 
pals. Or we might have to sit around all proper in the town house 
and pretend to listen to Grandfather’s dumb stories about that 
godlike Robert E. Lee, while Julia passes around silver trays of 
ham biscuits and sweet tea. Gag me.

 His father was sitting alone—a ghastly countenance—by the 
front window, a single candle burning. When he saw his son lead-
ing the wagon down by the side of the house, he extinguished the 
candle, stood unsteadily, and walked down the hall to the back 
of the house and out the rear door. He met his son by the magno-
lia tree and laid his big gnarled hand on his shoulder as his son 
openly wept. His father said, “Let me do this part with you. Come 
morning, we’ll all be together.”
 
 I’m thinking of something mineral.
 It is red.
 It is welcoming.
 It is glorious earth.

with the road-tested favorite of all car-trip games: Animal Vegeta-
ble Mineral. I usually let Bill go first, but since I’m not feeling gen-
erous I decide to think of something galling and make everybody 
guess what it is. Everybody gets to play except the driver, who 
should be paying attention to the damn road. But Dad likes this 
game, so he bullies his way in for a turn.
 “I’m thinking of something, um… animal.”
 From Bill, the standard qualifier: “Is it bigger than a bread-
box?”
 “Mmmm…yes.”
 “Mammal?
 “Yes.” 
 “Lives on land?”
 “Yes.” 
 “Meat eater?”
 “Nope! You’re out, Bill. Dad, your turn.”
 “Is it a predator?”
 “No.” That was quick. “Your turn, Mom.”
 “So if it’s not a predator, it’s prey. Is it an herbivore?” Only 
Mom would say ‘herbivore.’
 “Yes.”
 “American species?”
 “Be more specific.”
 “North American species?”
 “No. Don, now you.”
 “South American species?”
 “Yes.”
 “Does it have fur? Can you see one in a zoo? Is it a social 
animal?”
 All affirmative. We’re on a roll.
 “Is it a rodent?” How did he get there? 
 OK, so it’s a mammal, it lives on land, it’s native to South 
America, it’s not a predator, it eats plants, it has fur, it inhabits 
zoos, it’s a herd animal, it’s a rodent, and it’s bigger than a bread-
box.
 “By any chance,” Don says, oozing certainty, “is it a capyba-
ra?”
 Bingo. For this victory, Don gets a six-pack of Dr Pecker, all 
to himself. 

 The boy reached the space by the dogwood tree, where 
there was a slight mound of earth, furred with new grass. High 
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FALL
 First you find a boy to fall in love with. Fall in love with 
him. So this boy here, the one you love now, he laughs when you 
stare at the mirror, like, Are you talking to me?; or if you haven’t 
really dug when a person says Ya dig? but pretend to anyhow just 
to keep up appearances. He laughs at your pick-and-shovel act 
but he never laughs at you. And if he isn’t laughing then no one is 
because that’s the only kind of boy worth loving—the one people 
follow.
 You meet him in Catholic school, a future lapsed Catholic 
because we’re all lapsing all the time. You’ll be on the foursquare 
box. The rubber soles of your Pro Keds toe the line, scuffing it. You 
play foursquare because no one but Pinoys play CYO basketball, 
and you are not a Pinoy. You are no one.
 His name will be Stacey or Dana or Kelly, even Whitney, 
but not Sue because his father is black and doesn’t listen to old 
country shit. His mother won’t grease his hair or buy him stocking 
caps but the boy won’t mind her. He steals what he needs: a hair-
brush, some pomade. He bullies wild hairs toward his forehead 
because, come hell or high water, he will make waves.
 Look at him.
 He’ll be sitting at the edge of the world, or maybe just the 
playground, peeling strips of yellow paint from the wall and trac-
ing the contours of his skull with boar’s hair, watching you play.
 Pretend not to notice.
 When you win, try to ignore the amalgamation of anxiety 
and relief that doubles you over, another body chalk-lined on the 
pavement. 
 Imagine the headline: 
 PANIC ATTACK KILLS FOURSQUARE CHAMPION, WORLD 

How to Flirt 
with Crime

Daniel Riddle Rodriguez
Second Prize, The Helen “Jackie” DeClercq Poetry Contest, 2015

I felt the slap that knocked you across the room.
I heard the whispering tears you choked at night, so I 
wouldn’t hear him take you against your will.  I felt the 
shame you hid when he took your rent money.  I remember
sweat rolling down your weary body from all the extra shifts you 
had to work at the drycleaners.  You didn’t take the church’s
charity, when everyone we knew did.  You protected the pride
of a man who could barely read or write not only from the world 
but from your sharp tongue of truth that could have left him reeling 
 —like how you felt  —with his knife held against your throat.

I hear the humming silence of peace, as you prepare
your tackle box for fishing. Wiry hooks, colored lures small
and large have their spot in your tackle box, but you prefer live 
cold bait and wiggly minnows.   On the water you are the most happy,  
holding your pole slouched in the seat sipping bottled water now and 
   then.  Tactile 
pleasure written on your face as your fly rod rises and falls into the 
   water.
I never knew another person so fearless on the water
when they couldn’t swim like you.  It scared me,
but you purred like a cat sopping  milk .   You always
had two poles hanging from trees into the lake as
you sang thanks to God for his miracles and goodness
to you.  I didn’t understand, but I loved you that much
more.   On golden banks now I think of you….

Aunt Helen

Darlene Martinez
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been pushing two-fifty, he wouldn’t have bothered with schemes 
and silk scarves. Let his smile reassure you. 

* * *
 About him:
 He smiles a lot—dark gums and white teeth, like bones in 
the earth.
 He stores gum between the displaced incisors in his bottom 
jaw.
 He has a Ritalin prescription.
 He abuses the eucharist cup.
 He once pulled the fire alarm in the gymnasium but didn’t 
run. And later, in the principal’s office, after the fire trucks left in 
a Doppler of sirens, the firefighters tense, amped, disappointed 
even, the boy remained silent, pleading the fifth, fixing an imagi-
nary zipper across his lips.

SUMMER
 Tell him there’s more to the world than Batman. Take him 
to your house when no one’s home. Use the key attached to the 
lanyard around your neck and unlock the storm door. Bring him 
to the attic. Draw the stairs and walk him along the dusty rafters; 
breathe in the fine pink fiberglass mist, coughing once into the 
crook of your arm. Act like you’ve never been here before, like the 
hand that holds the key is a different one than your own, the hand 
of some ancient guide bringing fire to a land as cold and terrible 
as the gods who abandoned it. Dig around those ancient ruins; 
kick rubble. Pretend he is a god returned and you the medium 
through which he will once again speak. 
 When he asks you what you’re thinking, do not tell him.
 Pull out your father’s long boxes, the faded cardboard like 
earth-soaked coffins, and show off the collection: silver age, golden 
age, all the ages. Cold War era all, some so old you say the Mylar 
sleeves are the only things keeping it all together. Tell him you’ve 
never shown anyone before. My father would probably kill me if he 
knew, you can say. But one day they’ll all be mine.
 When he tells you the meek never really inherit anything, 
pretend you understand.
 When he tucks a near-mint Green Lantern inside the body 
of his peacoat, pretend not to notice. 

FALL
 Share a Thanksgiving meal. The dinner table an oak wood 

Rodriguez

MOURNS
 Feel embarrassed fighting for air. Turn your embarrass-
ment into a performance. People are watching. Play dead. People 
are watching. Play at alchemy: turn the concrete you’re lying on to 
sand; bury your head in it. 
 Call yourself an ostrich. 
 I am the ostrich, you can say. (Booboobeedoo?)
 Hold your breath as the boy nudges your foot, your knee, 
your stomach in that order. Feel him check your vitals, the 
two-fingered impression upon your throat. He’ll smell like pomade. 
He’ll smell like wildness distilled into tiny bottles and sold in all 
those ethnic storefronts you see out the transit bus window.
 Do you want me to call it? he’ll whisper into your ear. Or do 
you want to be resuscitated? 
 Roll that word over your thick ostrich tongue: Resuscitate.
 After he brings you back to life, the playground applauds.
 The boy will take your hand, measure it with his own. I 
saved your life, he’ll say. It belongs to me now.
 Take him literally.

WINTER
 Walk to school together. When it rains, take a bus. Meet 
him at his house but never ring the doorbell. Stand in the cu-
bic yard of tile that passes for a foyer and watch his mother stir 
swatches of butter into grits. His house: cracked linoleum and 
tables of broken oak. His house: everything turned on, the rooms 
constantly buzzing, a rest haven for white noise. She’ll tell you 
he’s upstairs, pointing at the ceiling with a limp wrist, a wood-
en spoon. His room will have a set of twin beds and carry with it 
implications you’re too young to understand. If you find him here, 
nod once, solemnly, then sit anywhere except the empty bed. If 
he’s still in the bathroom, eat the chocolate cookies on the bedside 
table, finish his milk. He sings in the shower and steam follows 
him from there, hanging on his skin like he’s made an entourage 
of the elements.
 Maybe he has.

SPRING
 Show him your sketchbook. They’re rough but tell him you 
have grand plans. You’re going to turn those crude figures from 
sticks to muscles. It’s all a matter of perspective, you say. Any old 
fool can be a hero given the right fat-to-muscle ratio. If Iago had 
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your feet lie piles of matchsticks like fagots for a funeral pyre.  
 On Christmas you’ll kiss his knuckles. No stitches, but it’ll 
leave the faintest scar on your lip, something you’ll wear for the 
rest of your life. 
 Your sketchbook is mostly doodles now. Half-penciled kids 
clutching cigarettes, guns.

SPRING
 It’ll be a hot day he’s kicked out of the parish, banned 
from the diocese. The air-conditioning quits and one of the teach-
ers thinks it a good idea for the children to get some sun. Maybe 
even a water fight, she says. The HVAC guys drag ladders into the 
classrooms while the teacher pops her hatchback, and the chil-
dren, armed with balloons and pistols, take to the playground like 
tiny brown Rambos. 
 Who do you wanna be? he says, dipping his pistol into the 
toilet bowl. Butch or Sundance?
 Tell him you’re not sure about this.
 It’s okay, he says. I was born to be Sundance.
 Watch him dip the end of his soft richard into the gun’s res-
ervoir. Piss through the water like squid ink.
 He offers you his sidearm. 
 Stare at your shoes. Stare at the tile beneath them, the 
broken grout like tiny pieces of mint gum. Anything but the gun. 
You are a fly on the wall. You are the halo of mold on the window-
sill—sure, you’re macerating the wood but the playground remains 
safe.
 Last chance Butch, he says, shaking the pistol. You sure?
 How does the movie end again?
 Glory, he says. Pure and unadulterated.
 If you agree with his definition of glory, take a pistol drip-
ping foul into your hand and rush out the bathroom door, guns 
blazing. (Did you see Lefors out there?)
 If you don’t, simply stand stupid in the pea gravel and 
watch Sundance shoot down your classmates, Mexican Nationals 
by proxy. The jungle gym kids, the double-dutchers. The tiny bru-
nette with the ponytail, by the swing. Foul water on her head like 
raindrops. And how you wish you could save her, pull up on your 
bicycle, like, You are mine… But you don’t.

leviathan with a lot of pretty things on it: a wrought-iron bot-
tle-caddy shaped like a bed of perennials; a serving dish of dim-
pled copper, on top of which sit cubes of oyster-cut lamb on tiny 
islands of green leaves, dollops of mint jelly; glasses with short 
stems and wide bowls; dinner linens. Ceiling fans beat the au-
tumn air in waves.
 His father is coming this year, flying in from some state 
between the west and the mid, and his mother will fuss over the 
seating chart (You and your father there, me here), the music 
selection (Pachelbel or Brahms? Canon, Concerto?), and the wine. 
Splashing. So many bottles breathing, the air is dense with phos-
phates. Every face lush. Brothers and sisters and spouses, their 
children, three generations of begetters and begotten dabbing jelly 
from their lips, burgundy from their chins. 
 Look at them.
 The children smile and shift in their seats, holding their 
own conversations, hardly muted whispers of mutiny, loyalties 
formed and absolved, social sanctions. The smallest of them, a boy 
of six, spoons Brussels sprouts onto his neighbor’s plate and kicks 
the underside of the table until the wine glasses tremble.
 Look at the glasses. Look at the steel pot, inside it steaming 
collards, the copper coin smell of neck bones.
 Watch the boy fill his plate with yams and baked macaroni, 
sweet potato but no greens. I don’t eat slave food, he says.
 Pretend not to be shaken by the word slave.
 Pretend to be taken in by the game on the television, the 
padded gladiators, the gawky refs in stripes like escaped convicts, 
madmen. His uncles are watching, right?
 What about you, they’ll say, offering you the dish. Do you 
eat slave food?
 You do not but try some anyway. Spin the serving fork until 
it looks to you a malignant green ball, a tumor skewered.
 Smile like it was everything you imagined it could be, and 
when they’re not looking, chase the taste with a gulp of burgundy, 
a dab of mint jelly across your gums.
 His mother will pick at her food, staring miles into the va-
cant chair, the empty place setting.
 
WINTER
  He’ll offer you trees: dark green brambles with seeds in 
the baggies, stems. He rolls crude cigars out of Garcia Vegas, and 
scores matches across the pavement until on the ground around 
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i remember footsteps treading like worn tires on potholed roads 
in this house that had once been young but never strong,
subject to the wiles of the architect’s plans, blueprints of
DNA’s design displaying hidden chambers of mystery.  floor plans scout

interior walls of darkness.  i remember playing jacks on splintered floors,
as she lay inside the walls of her mind.  can i?  can we go some where, do 
something?  can you play with me?  rooms captured in the light
of a muted sun, and blinds diffuse the warmth of sunlight, could not

penetrate this unknown mystery.  i remember rooms
speak in anxiety of hushed lives and battered dreams 
chairs miss legs upheld by decayed two ply wood, 
duality of mind undefined. electric circuits fire out of control

dopamine drifts on an anchorless high,— as we baked, and shopped, and 
did
strange things, like chop off heads of chickens fresh, a touch of hair, and 
secret spices, make spells of voodoo, inside the walls of highs and lows. 
alienation of life came to pass.  i remember moonlight fell

against pulled down shades, and streetlights 
intruded on melancholy blues.  in the shadows on the shade,
the bogie man danced. creeping anxiety fractured glass in window panes,
shattered into tiny pieces of the mind, hidden by darkness.

i remember potholes in corridors on the way to grandma’s house.

The House on 
53rd Street

Darlene Martinez
Flash

e stands in the green jungle gym above everyone else, body 
wrapped in smoke-gray sweatpants and a black collared 
shirt. He appears long before the spinach juice seller begins 

setting up. Looking down at a world of chaos and yellow lights, he 
practices silence with his body.
 Heavy breathing. Arms pump to the rhythm of the song 
on my iPod. I gulp down the smog, the fumes coming from High-
way 110. Other runners flit past me. Their backs mock me. Some 
choose to run against the current, which is worse. Sometimes we 
have a staring showdown, to see who’ll budge before we collide. 
Most times, I just lower my eyes and rush forward. Blindly. No 
collisions yet.
 He stretches his arms as he inhales, his toes extended flat 
on the metal. His bony knees lower, slightly bending. He exhales 
the cold morning, a puff of air lingering, dancing, before dissipat-
ing into the trees. He places his wrinkled left hand forward, keep-
ing his right hand raised behind him, poised.
 My left knee starts to throb. I slow down to a jog, a quick 
walk. Slow. A stranger shoves past me, annoyed at my drop in 
speed. Traffic in LA is notorious. I walk to the swings and sit. 
My legs dangle before me. Deep breath. I raise my eyes from the 
ground. Deep breath.
 He’s been at it for over an hour already. I swing as someone 
says he practices something like Chai-Tea. 
 I don’t bother to correct them.

H

King of the Jungle

Aurora Ramos
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ony Marshall walked out of his dingy one bedroom apartment 
with one goal in mind, to be a man feared by those around 
him. He grew up in a city marked by its progressiveness and 

nice people. He was neither. He walked out with his 49ers jacket 
on and his matching cap. All red, because in this part of the Mis-
sion if a homeboy catches you wearing blue it’d be curtains on 
your ass, as Tony would say. 
 He grew up in the Mission his whole life, which was kind 
of strange considering that he’s a black man. But when his family 
moved to California from the South, they found affordable housing 
in what Tony called “Wetback Central.” He was a racist by igno-
rance. He had no understanding of the fact that all the Latinos in 
his neighborhood migrated North because his country had starved 
and exhausted them in their home country. So he held onto his 
racist hate of the unknown like a child holds her favorite blanket, 
warmly wrapping him with false security. Regardless of how he 
thought of them, he still respected them. Little boys trying to be 
men ran around the streets with .22 caliber guns in their ridicu-
lous sagging pants.
 It was 10:30 PM and Tony wasn’t looking for trouble, he 
just wanted to make sure the newcomers to his neighborhood 
knew that Tony ran these streets. Tony would call them “yuppy-
techy-bitch-asses” when he was at home eating his bologna sand-
wiches. He thought that if they feared him, they respected him. 
He needed them to know that he was not to be fucked with. So he 
walked around 24th St. with the meanest mug, and illest side-eye 
he knew how to give. This was how his Uncle Morgan did when he 
was faced with pigs or wetbacks who didn’t know who he was and 
how he was to be treated. Tony perfected his own mean mug over 
the decades of profiling and whachu-claim-esé’s he had endured 

T

April 8, 2005

Carmen Navarro-Perez over his 59 years on this earth. Today was his last day of his 59th 
year. In two hours he’d be 60. This walkabout was a sort of gift to 
himself. A night to feel strong and feared before he jumped into 
the big six-oh.
 Walking down 24th the little white boys who had moved 
into his town always gave him wide berth. Some would even cross 
the street, but he never messed with them. It was the ones who 
acted like they weren’t scared, those were the ones he’d fuck with. 
Today though, he only saw women. Somehow, he realized, wom-
en had more balls than men. He’d noticed that sometimes men 
always walked around him as if he were a rabid pit bull waiting 
for an opportune moment to strike, but not women. Nope, they 
were more afraid of offending him than keeping themselves safe. 
He thought that if a woman was brave enough to walk past a big 
black man with a scar down his face, then they were all right by 
him. 
 He was walking down Alabama St. when he saw a young 
white couple having trouble with their dark green Subaru Forester 
with plates from Ohio. He started walking toward them. He him-
self was no mechanic, but his dead Uncle Larry had been and he’d 
picked up a few things from hanging out at the shop. The man 
noticed him walking toward them before the woman had. He tried 
to make signals with his eyes for her to get in the car, but she 
couldn’t see them in the dark. Tony knocked on the back window 
to make himself known. The woman screamed. 
 “Dang woman! Whachu screamin’ for?” Tony asked. 
 “Nothing,” she replied meekly. 
 “Well looky here, it looks like ya’ll are havin’ some trou-
ble witchur car,” Tony said. “I ain’t no mechanic, but I know a 
thang’er two ‘bout cars, if ya’ll want me to take a look,” 
 The man quickly responded, “No thank you, triple A is on 
their way.” 
 But at the same time, the woman had said, “Oh thank you! 
We’d appreciate the help.” 
 Tony didn’t pay attention to the scared man because he 
didn’t respect his weakness. He looked under the hood and saw 
that a battery screw was loose. 
 “See here, thats ya problem, your lil’ screw is loose, so 
theres no connection. Ya jus tight’nit and ya’ll be good ta’go,” he 
informed the kind lady. She thanked him profusely and went in-
side her apartment to get some tools. 
 While she was inside, Tony decided to fuck with the 

Navarro-Perez



3938       Occam’s Razor   Occam’s Razor   

Navarro-Perez

scaredy-cat of a man she was with. “So this is a real nice car ya’ll 
got ya’llselves,” he commented with a leer in his eyes. The man’s 
face drained of color and he began to fiddle his thumbs as he said 
“thank you” to Tony. 
 “Do ya’ll use a lo-jack for this piece?” Tony asked with a 
mischievous smile on his face. “Cuz they been alotta robberies in 
the area.” 
 Before the man could answer, the woman came out with a 
toolbox and Tony set to work fixing their car. When he finished it 
was 10:45 PM and Tony started to walk away. The woman beck-
oned him back and offered him $60. 
 “No thank’ya ma’am, is all good,” he told her. She refused 
his answer and instead offered to buy him dinner for his generos-
ity. All three of them walked down the block to El Farolito where 
Tony got a carnitas super burrito extra avocado to go, and the 
man and woman thanked him again for his kindness, leaving to go 
on with their privileged lives. 
 At 11:00 PM, Tony had one hour left of being a 59 year old. 
He headed towards Jack’s Club on the corner of 24th and Utah. 
On the way he ran into the crazy homeless Walter who he knew 
like a play cousin. Walter had his moments of lucidity, but Tony 
didn’t know that Walter did too much angel dust in the 80s, so he 
couldn’t tell reality from hallucination. He also didn’t know that 
Walter once had a wife and children and that he loved to dance 
Salsa with his beautiful wife. Tony just knew that for the past 30 
years, Walter had been roaming the streets of the Mission always 
trying to get his next fix and food for the day. 
 “Hey brotha, how ya been?” Tony asked him. 
 “La luna esta llena, cosa mala, cosa mala, cosa mala,” Wal-
ter said to no one. 
 “Man you know I dont speak that mexi-shit,” Tony respond-
ed. Walter was Cuban, so he looked like Tony, but had more in 
common with the wetbacks Tony loved to hate. 
 “Tony, things changin’ man. This world, este mundo, 
changin’, ‘ta cambiando,” Walter finally told Tony. 
 “Brotha you crazy. Anyways I gotchu a burrito, carnitas 
extra avocado for my boy,” Tony answered. 
 “Compadre, I tell you, this world of ours esta cambiando, 
changin. The white man is taking over again. And we know what 
happen last time,” Walter replied with absolute clarity. 
 “Dude you takin’ this burrito or you gon’keep talkin’ ya jib-
ber-jabber? I got places to be at homie,” Tony responded. 

 “Ya pues, no te enojes man. I take the burrito but you gotta 
take care. Cuídate. Is crazy out here. Too many new people. Not 
enough old. No mamas, no papas, just kids running around with 
no one to teach them.” And with that Walter walked down the 
street pushing his grocery cart that held his whole life including 
his treasures: a cup from his dear Aunt Mimi, and a picture of his 
beloved wife Olivia and his three boys. Tony walked in the opposite 
direction till he finally made it to Jack’s.
 He walked in with a big smile on his face. It was 11:15 PM 
and he was about to make it to 60. For all he knew, he had out-
lived his no-good father who left him to be raised by his Mama and 
her brothers. He was proud of this moment, even though he had 
no one to share it with. He walked towards Michael, the owner 
Jack’s son who was behind the bar, and asked for an Old Fash-
ioned as he sat down at the bar. He began thinking about his walk 
down here. Though he hadn’t scared very many people, he felt 
good he could help someone. Plus, he had all the time in the world 
to scare people on his way back home. 
 He finished his third Old Fashioned at 11:30 PM. “Going 
kinda fast, aren’t we?” he heard from behind him. He turned and 
saw a blonde he’d seen before at Jack’s. He couldn’t recall her 
name, but he knew she was Jack’s own resident lush. 
 “Hey shugah, how ya been?” Tony replied.
 “I’ve seen better days, honey, but haven’t we all. Anyways 
why you drinking so much?” The blonde asked.
 “Well see is my birfday in…” Tony looked at his watch, “in 
28 minutesss,” he slurred back. Tony usually didn’t drink this 
much. He was usually a wake-and-bake kind of guy, but today 
was a special day. So drinking, though special, was already affect-
ing him.
 “Oh shit, well we need to liven it up baby!” blonde lush 
informed him. “Yoohoo! Mikey babe! Get us two Boilermakers and 
a shot of your cheapest tequila! We got a birthday here!” Blonde 
Lush yelled across the bar to Michael. Michael promptly appeased 
the lush.
 “Linda no need to yell sweetie,” Michael told Blonde Lush, 
whose name apparently was Linda. He started making the drinks 
as he continued the conversation. “And Tony why didn’t you tell 
me it was your birthday?” 
 “Well man, it aint my birfday just yet. I still got…” Tony 
looked at his watch, “…26 minutes left.” 
 “How old are you going to turn?” Michael asked Tony with-
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out missing a beat in his bartending.
 “Sixty years old,” Tony answered with a drunk smile on his 
face. 
 “Well then I’ll drink to that. This round is on the house. 
Happy birthday Tony.” Michael smiled back and set the drinks 
on the bar. With a shot in his hand, he said, “To Tony. May this 
year be better than the last, and may you enjoy life’s pleasures.” 
The three took their shots of cheap tequila that came from a plas-
tic bottle that no one had touched for months because of its poor 
quality. The last patron who drank from that bottle ended up 
throwing up at least seven times when she got home from a 25 
year old birthday party rager. Unknowingly, Tony, Michael, and 
Linda all drank from the tequila-that-makes-you-throw-up bottle 
to celebrate Tony’s 60th birthday. 
 Tony and Linda continued to chat for five minutes before 
Tony began to feel sick. The cheap tequila didn’t help, or the fact 
that he was turning 60, but he was drinking like a 21 year old, 
so he was bound to feel sick soon. The second Tony stepped out-
side to walk home at 11:40 PM, he began to feel better. His nau-
sea abated and his head started to clear slightly. Though he was 
drunk, he knew he could make it home without attracting too 
much attention.
 He walked down 24th St. for eight minutes before he was 
ceremoniously stopped by a cop car on Harrison. The car pulled 
up onto the sidewalk to stop Tony in his tracks.
 “Hello Sir. May I see your ID please?” the policeman asked, 
stepping out of his Crown Vic and walking around towards Tony 
with an air of false politeness, tinged with assumed authority.
 “Man, why you stopped me for, I aint do a damn thang,” 
Tony responded. He was upset to be stopped for no apparent rea-
son, and tired of the Sambo dance he had to partake in anytime 
he was walking home after dark. A little song and dance routine to 
let the “massahs” know “all was peachy keen” for this happy little 
Tony boy. He thought that as an elder, by now he should be re-
spected and the cops should leave him alone. 
 “Sir, I need to see your ID,” the 25 year-old cop repeated. 
The cop reminded Tony of his Uncle Morgan’s parrot, the one who 
just repeated over and over again what everyone told it to. Tony 
didn’t remember that it died because Morgan was slowly poison-
ing it by feeding it the wrong bird feed. The cop was getting visibly 
annoyed by the resistance Tony was displaying.
 “‘Cept for nah, man. I ain’t showin’ you shit! Funny thang 

is I know mah rights, an’ ‘less you got a reason tah stop me, I aint 
gotta show you a damn thang!” Tony informed him with a smug 
smile on his face. All his teeth where brightly showing at 11:50 PM 
when the cop sucker-punched him on the right side of his lower 
jaw. 
 “Now I’m going to restrain you because you are resisting 
arrest. There have been reports of a loud drunk Latino man on 
22nd,” the cop told Tony as he placed his hands in handcuffs be-
hind his back, sat him down, and took out his wallet. “I was just 
questioning you, but you were non-compliant. Though, I am glad 
we could reach an accord now.” Looking at Tony’s illegally con-
fiscated wallet, the cop asked, “Anthony Marshall from Capp St., 
what are you doing out so late?”
 “Man, fuck you!” 
 After some moments of silence where Tony almost ended 
up like the 25 year old rager who drank cheap tequila, the cop 
murmured, “April 8, 1945, that means you’ll be 60 tomorrow.” 
The guilt of his actions began to set into his bones like the tingly 
feeling he gets when he’s up too high on a ladder. He realized he 
just punched a 60 year old man because he could, not because he 
had to. His own father was 60, and he couldn’t imagine him be-
ing punched, let alone bothered on his birthday. He remembered 
that he became a cop to help, not hurt, when Tony interrupted his 
thoughts.
 “Yeah well it look like I’m fintah be in jail on my birthday 
cuz’uh yo’ punk-ass,” Tony told him with all the frustration his 
drunk body could muster. Tony realized that sitting down was not 
helping him, that he was feeling sicker by the second. The cop no-
ticed that Tony’s eyes were closed as Tony was trying to center his 
words, his thoughts, and his upset stomach.
 “Get up sir,” the cop told Tony. It took Tony a couple tries 
to get up since his hands were restrained and his knees weren’t as 
functional as when he played football at Mission High. “Look, I’m 
not taking you in. But you have to go straight home. I’m giving you 
a ticket for jaywalking—”
 “Man I wasn’t jaywalking, I was on the damn sidewalk—”
 “Unless you’d like me to take you in for drunk and disorder-
ly conduct?” 
 Tony just shook his head.
 “All right, here’s your ticket. Go home. Have a happy birth-
day,” the cop said to Tony before he got in his car and drove off. 
The cop never did find that Latino drunk man who was being loud 
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on 22nd. But he did stop others in the neighborhood before he 
went to his rented one-bedroom home in East Palo Alto. 
 At 11:55 PM, Tony took his ticket and began walking down 
24th when he decided to walk down San Francisco’s much famed 
Balmy St. The walking helped settle his stomach and looking at 
murals gave him something to concentrate on rather than his 
renegade gag reflex. Murals in the city were famed for their effer-
vescent, flighty aspect. Ever-changing and beautiful, ephemeral. 
The murals of San Francisco were a legacy of lifetimes and inter-
generational communication of struggle and perseverance. Tony 
liked the images of strong black and brown people. He didn’t know 
who the priest with the target on his face was or why there was an 
angel with a kid walking between two worlds, but he did enjoy the 
color even in the darkness of the night. He silently admired them 
as he walked down the street. It was as if the murals were watch-
ing him, telling him stories that he couldn’t understand until just 
then, on that day, in that moment.
 He made it to 25th and Folsom by 11:58 PM. He was plan-
ning to go to the corner store there to get a Swisher, but when he 
made it there he realized it was closed. He started walking down 
Folsom towards 24th because the corner store there stays open 
until 3 AM. He was thinking about how he didn’t get a chance to 
scare anymore bitch-asses because he was too sick to want to. 
Half a block down, a young man, known simply as Josesito, decid-
ed he was ready to pay his dues to the gang that had raised him 
since he was eleven years old. 
 His mother brought him from his warm bright country of 
Nicaragua to the cold and foggy city of San Francisco to keep him 
safe.  Safe from the violence his father had perpetrated against 
them and the violence that had saturated her once lovely and 
beautifully kind country. But even here, she couldn’t raise him 
how she or he would’ve liked. She also couldn’t keep him safe from 
the beatdowns he’d get from walking home from school. But his 
gang could and they did. So paying dues was owed to his fami-
ly. The one that kept him safe, and held him in high regard even 
when he cried about not having a father and after he raged on his 
lady. 
 Tony didn’t hear when the boy came up behind him with 
a .22 caliber gun in his hand. He didn’t realize that he was going 
to die because someone else had to prove how much of a man he 
was, or how much love he had for his gang. A second before Tony 
was shot at the base of his skull at point-blank range, Tony looked 

to his right and saw a bright yellow house that had been empty 
since 1985. He always wondered why it was never rented out. He 
thought it was because someone had died there, but then quickly 
reasoned that people die everywhere and that death doesn’t stop 
life. Life goes on. 
 He thought that it was strange that he was only 60 and 
he was the last of his friends and neighbors left in the city. Many 
had moved out, some had moved on, and the rest had died. Tony 
began to list all of his dead when the boy pulled the trigger. He be-
gan with his mother, uncles, and aunts. The bullet left the barrel 
and exited the gun by the time Tony got to the name of his middle 
school friend who had died in a drive-by on his way home from 
school. Before Tony fell like a sack of rice to the floor, he remem-
bered what happened in the house. 
 The boy ran away from the scene and back to the security 
of his mother’s home. He ran all the way back to his own little Nic-
aragua in the cold and foggy city. 
 Tony lay dead on the sidewalk in front of a yellow house at 
12:00 AM on April 8th, 2005.
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This is the table that was too tall to reach:
An aquiline oval of glass where coffee-stained haloes are hidden 
By a spider’s web doily. A yellow fly of egg yolk drops betwixt 
The laces like a dream from childhood’s end.
Egg sandwiches were the only things you knew how to make.
Extra mayonnaise to erase the taste of listless awakenings.

This is the floor, with its gross stucco bronze tiling,
Staining your naked soles with the ink of a nuclear age.
A pivot of the heel and your dance comes to life.
Your partner: A paste-filled mixing bowl with no chance of escape.
The song sheet calls for a cup of flour,
So you decide that two will do.
A stranger cuts in from behind; a peck on the cheek and it’s off to 
   work.
But so long as there is music in the heart, the waltz must resume.

This is the stove, where the bubbling chorus of tomato soup
Responds to the call of the living room organ:
“Go tell it on the mountain…
Over the hills and everywhere…”
The song is interrupted by the soot-streaked stench
Of my grilled cheese sandwich.
Crisp and sizzled onto a Cookie Monster plate.
The soup is for you; you’re not allowed to eat bread.

This is the drawer, with its mix-matched silverware,
Caked with the grease of misuse.
Brown like battery acid. No longer the treasures
That grandpa said they were. 
Haven’t got around to fixing the dishwasher.

This is a Kitchen

Trevor Ruth Will call someone to look at it soon.
You don’t have to lie: It’s okay to forget.

This is the fridge.
It’s been here for as long as you can remember.
Decorated with watercolour self-portraits of
An artist, who can’t spell his own name,
And the monthly devotionals that get you through the day.
Inside is interspersed the rainbow bars of good behaviour
Or carrots in the crisper, for when you’re feeling more nostalgic.
Its surface so white, you can see your reflection on 
The sun-burnt bulkhead face, with bones
Of ice cube trays that crack as they twist.

This is the cupboard, where we hide all the cups.
No glass is found here; we don’t want to make a mess.
Tall Teflon is heavy and rough to the touch.
Half a glass of Coke, so you don’t have to
Leave the bed. 

This is the sink, where we drown out the pangs
Of misfortune with the stainless steel stream of sentimentality.
The filter sighs momentarily meandering 
Pure and impure
Until nothing but purity secretes from the head.
We fill the buckets with silver fibres and water the roses,
Until colour returns to their cheeks.
A gurgle from its depths is your ceremonious departure,
But the stream is undying, for it will always return.

This is a skylight. It illuminates all.
Its halo-round glow is caressing and omnipresent.
Its breath is louder than any sound and
It refuses to sleep when the moon sings its song. 
For even in the night, the germs of the air
Have a reason to dance.

Ruth
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Highland Park, Los Angeles, California

he Highland Theater sign looms above my head, massive, light-
bulb letters flickering against the inking sky. I’m eighteen years 
old but feel every year. I remember every line, every film, every 

box of rubber popcorn I’ve ever bought. I glance at the ticket counter: 
same old Armenian guy, eyes sunken, shiny head bobbing up and 
down as he confirms that yes, all the movies are being shown in En-
glish. No, he shakes his head, there are no more Spanish showings. 
I recognize some neighbors walking down the street towards their 
homes, shoulders hunched and caps on, trudging through the sparse 
crowds of hipsters and smokers. Was it always like this?
 “So? What do you think?” My friend. The guy who invited me 
on a date even though we’re just walking aimlessly around, not know-
ing what to do.
 “What do I think of what?” I mean it. I do not know what to 
think.
 “Is it the same?”
 “Of course not. The movies are different.”
 “Well, duh.” We continue walking.
 It’s been a long time since I’ve been back home, relatively 
speaking. Some people leave for decades, but for me, it’s been half of 
my life.  I never understood why we had to leave our home, what pow-
er a mere slip of paper (or maybe a couple more) held over us as we 
were evicted from our home with five days’ notice. All the other plac-
es I’ve lived at have never fully registered as home. Not just because 
the house was different (now we live in a single room apartment), but 
because it just wasn’t Highland Park.
 But this is not Highland Park.
 “What’s there to eat?” I can feel the rubber popcorn in my 
mouth. Some Tapatío on it would be nice.

T

The Curse of the 
Coffee Shop

Aurora Ramos  “There’s Las Cazuelas.” Their pupusas suck and are too 
greasy. He sees my face and keeps going through the short list.
 “And Mickey D’s.” Really?
 “And Café de Leche.” The hell is that.
 “The hell is that?”
 “A coffee shop.” Oh.

 Growing up, I fell within the ranks of children who would con-
sider coffee a “grown up drink.” I felt especially honored when my dad 
poured me hot milk into a mug with two tablespoons of instant coffee 
and four tablespoons of sugar. Mixed with the fact that I’d always 
dunk a conchita into it, it’s no wonder I loved the drink so much. 
Coffee-flavored milk and sugar. It wasn’t until my first years of high 
school that I finally realized what coffee tasted like. Ashamed, I’d tell 
my taste buds to shove it and gulp down the atrocious concoction. 
And it wasn’t until my first year of college, hundreds of miles from my 
home-but-not-home, that I’d learn what a coffee shop was.
 It’s quite simple, really. Walk in. Stand in line for a good ten, 
twenty minutes while deciding what to get despite the fact you don’t 
know what half of the words mean. Except for the prices. Opt for the 
cheapest option (around four bucks), or better yet, go for the largest 
size possible so you can proudly display how much brown liquid you 
want/need (bonus if you drink it black). Grab your cup, nab a seat, 
then sit down. Take out your laptop (bonus points if it’s an Apple 
product) and connect to the WiFi. Attempt to work but end up on 
Facebook, scrolling through pictures and quiz results from Buzzfeed 
shared by your fellow peers, who, just like you, are probably doing 
the same thing but at a different coffee shop. Repeat. That’s it. Yet the 
effects are devastating.
 
 “How far is it?” I’m not too keen on the idea of walking large 
distances through cigarette smoke.
 “Like four, five blocks. Then we just take the 83. Buck fifty. 
You down?”
 “Sure.” Not like there’s much else to do. We keep walking.
 There’s the OWL pharmacy I’d always go to to buy vitamins. It 
still looks the same, one half of the store a pharmacy, the other a dol-
lar store with pots, plates, dolls, and coloring books that I’d pore over 
every day after elementary school. We cross the street. The Washing-
ton Mutual bank has been replaced by a much spiffier looking Chase 
bank. Not much change there. We walk past the florist only to find 
out it’s been surrounded. On one side there’s a pet-grooming place 
with a picture of a dainty-looking black poodle; on the other there’s 
some random gallery with twenty-year-olds milling about inside. We 

Ramos
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keep going. More galleries. The same bar, only filled with younger and 
lighter-skinned people. Shadows from my memories creep past us, 
their eyes sunken, tired. It’s your average bread-winner: some moth-
ers, some fathers, anxious to get home. We briefly dance, stepping left 
and right until one side gives up and pushes forward, holding onto 
whatever dignity is left. I wonder where they are now.
 “So do you still live in the same place?” I ask.
 “Nah, rent got too expensive. We live in Cypress Park now.” It’s 
a mere twenty minutes walking distance away, but the difference is 
significant. There’s normal restaurants there, for one, with normal 
food and people. And it’s where I can easily find a Spanish mass.
 “Too expensive?” Just how expensive was it?
 “About two grand.” Holy shit. 
 “Well that’s unfortunate.” We approach the bus stop. I plunge 
my hands into my pockets, fingers running through my earphone 
cords and ID until I find some quarters. While we wait, I glance 
around. It’s Avenue 58, with El Pollo Loco in front and my old clinic 
behind us. A bunch of middle schoolers are in the parking lot in front 
of us, attempting to execute an ollie. Behind them, a family of six 
bustles towards the Salvadorian restaurant I used to frequent every 
Sunday. There would be a special on the mixta pupusas, one dollar 
each, and my family and I would always stock up on them as if the 
apocalypse was the next day. We’d take twelve home and heat them 
up throughout the week whenever my mother would be too lazy to 
cook (which was almost every day after she’d return from work). I ask 
him if the special is still a dollar.
 “Nope,” he responds without batting an eye (it’s second nature, 
knowing the price of pupusas), “they’re one fifty now.”
 “How come?” Deep inside, I think I know. I see a couple of 
them walking towards the restaurant now.
 “Business,” he shrugs, lips pouting forward. Boisterous laugh-
ter erupts from the other side of the street.
 “Poo-poo-saws!”
 The bus comes, and we pour our coins into the machine as 
the driver acknowledges us with a slight nod. We barely start walking 
towards our seats when he stomps on the gas pedal. We lurch. I grab 
a seat next to the window, my usual perch, and try to absorb what 
I see outside. There’s Avenue 60 Park, which is not actually named 
that, nor is it on Avenue 60 (it’s on Avenue 61). We all just call it that. 
There’s the library, proudly boasting a stone wall devoid of tagging. 
Trees. Darkness. I glance at my phone and scroll through Instagram, 
bored. I do not look at my old middle school, the place where I grew 
to love the violin. I ignore the pizza place, Italiano’s, where I’d spend 
every Friday wolfing down a slice of pizza next to my English teach-

er. I fail to notice my first crush’s house, where the same red car sits 
outside on the sidewalk. We turn onto York Boulevard. I look up from 
my phone.
 I do not know what I am looking at. The last memory I have of 
this place is when I last accompanied my parents to pick up my aunt 
from the bar when she was too drunk to walk. But it’s different. Too 
strange. There are Christmas lights when it’s July. There are two bike 
lanes despite the fact that the street is narrow to begin with. There 
are even more strange restaurants now, and an expensive donut 
shop. Organic stuff is everywhere, but so is smoke. We get off the bus 
in front of a bike shop full of rusting bicycles priced at $200. We cross 
the street.
 There it is. Café de Leche. I wonder if they sell conchas. We 
walk past the green garden tables and enter. I glance around, but 
all I see is a sea of glasses and dyed hair, a field full of alien-looking 
faces and MacBooks. MacBooks everywhere. My ears catch some En-
glish words, and I try to recognize the song. What is this song? It’s in 
English and by some band I’ve probably never heard of. Why did the 
coffee shop choose a Spanish name, then? I raise my eyebrows, fore-
head creasing as I jab at my friend, my no-good date, with my eyes. I 
ignore the menu, not even bothering to check if they sell my favorite 
bread ever because deep down inside, I know. I already knew. This is 
not Highland Park. 
 
 We’re in Avenue 60 Park now (but not really). At least the 
swings are the same. I swing my legs back and forth, not bothering 
to hold onto the chains because my hands are holding a concha I 
managed to buy at the bakery down the street, where I insisted the 
transaction be completed in Spanish. My no-good date swings beside 
me, jabbering at top-speed Spanish and laughing at his own jokes. I 
do not ask him if he really had wanted to eat at the coffee shop. I take 
a bite. It’s stale. The price had gone up from thirty cents to eighty 
cents. I feel no anger, because I am well aware that this is no longer 
Highland Park. Just like Avenue 60 Park is not Avenue 61 Park. I 
plunge my heels into the sand. I can save this date yet, coffee shops 
be damned.
 “You wanna get some coffee at my place?” 
 “Well finally.”
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Rough brown beads ring your wrist.
Coarse, uneven; a most unpleasant shade
of brown reminiscent of burnt coffee grounds.

On the left side, and so unlike you.
So unnecessary,
and entirely not a part of you.

I always wondered, why?
But you told me once,
without meaning to.

The day you took off your bracelet, Mom.
Light pink, shiny wisps;
an instant where your resolve left you

Alone, 
and I should have been there.
The bracelet rattles unsettlingly.

A reminder of a moment
we both wish would just fade
away.

The Bracelet

Jennifer Naslund

Memory of Love. Shukuko Heinzen. Acrylic in resin in an 
antique cup.



Our Appetites Are Often Satisfied at the Expense of 
Others. Mirabel Wigon. Oil. Extension. Charles Williams. Oil.
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Bittern. Grace Munakata. Acrylic paint 
and wax pastel.

Flash

saw myself sitting alone in the corner of the room from across 
the party. He was wearing the same grey suit that his ex wife, 
our ex wife, had bought us two Christmases ago, and drinking 

the same martini. He was me, except he was smiling and I wasn’t.
 “Are you listening to me,” she said. “What are you looking 
at?”
 “Sorry, I saw someone I know,” I said. “What were we 
talking about?”
 “I asked you what your favorite celebrity dance show on 
T.V. is”
 I watched him begin to laugh, but couldn’t hear it over the 
noise of the party.
 “I don’t even watch T.V.,” I said.
 “Oh, a smart guy,” she said.
 “I’ll be right back.” I left her there to find myself.
 He was gone.
  I spotted him leaving with her and tried to catch up before 
they got to the door, but was too late.
 “Now that I think about it, it’s so hard to pick because 
they’re all so good,” I heard him say before the door closed.
 I returned to the corner and finished his martini.

I

Shift Change

Luis Guilin
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week’s work, ten thousand dollars. Plus expenses. Dave 
wasn’t exactly in a position to say no to an offer like that, no 
matter how vague the request. 

 “We just need you to walk us through a thorny bit, some-
thing we know you’re uniquely familiar with,” the bureau head, 
Tucker, had explained. “It’ll be easier to explain everything once 
you’re here.” And just like that, Dave was on the road to Sacra-
mento.
 On long drives like this, Dave drifted back in time. He let 
the music do it, mostly, and he could feel the years peeling off the 
sides of the car as the wind spun dreams out into the horizon. 
Tonight, his time machine was busted.
 There was a hum coming through the car’s speakers, the 
intermittent static reminding him he’d lost the station. A few 
hours ago it had been country, a few hours before that it had been 
some mix of genres he was a few years too old to identify, high-
pitched warbling voices over manic thumping and clapping. It had 
started off well, an Otis Redding cover by someone young, but with 
a nice voice. 
 Dave wasn’t picky. It’s why he had never programmed any 
of the station buttons on his digital radio. It had been a long while 
since he’d been in one place long enough to bother. Dave had a 
few CDs, but the stereo on his new car didn’t even have a slot for 
them anymore. Just a button to activate “Bluetooth.” So tonight, 
he just drove and listened to the crackle.
 At the end of the drive, Dave had two minutes to get in 
and be at the appointed office at the appointed time. He made a 
point of waiting an extra ten as he finished his coffee and smoked. 
Ditching his trash in a can by the door, Dave checked his watch 
and headed in.

A

Filling In

Peter Reinke
 Two hours later, back outside the little two-story neo-com-
mercial, cookie-cutter office space, Dave lit up the last of his pack 
of Camels and stared at the box. He’d asked the attendant at the 
ARCO for a pack of Camel Lights, and with the glazed look of ex-
actly the dumb-shit teenage metal-shop dropout he probably was, 
the kid had asked him if he meant Camel “Blues.” With all the 
patience he could muster at the other end of that amorphous glare 
of ignorance, Dave told the kid he wasn’t looking to share a bon-
gload of his best stinky shit, he wanted his fucking Camel Lights. 
He might have also said something “blue” about the kid’s parents 
and reminded him which finger was in the middle, but the point 
was the same. Camels. Lights. Now-please-asshole. The kid, prob-
ably having gotten a look at Dave’s holstered .45 caliber dangler, 
decided this wasn’t going well and struck a more conciliatory tone 
on the second go-round. No, he’d said, he was deeply sorry to have 
contributed to any confusion, they didn’t have any Camel Lights, 
would he like Marlboro Lights instead?
 That had just about done it for Dave. Here in front of him 
was a Caucasian sack of sixteen-odd years of wasted opportunities 
and the promise of many decades more, now sniveling and rolling 
over, and the best he could do was to offer Dave what? Marlboro 
Lights? The asscrack of tobacco products, the chalky pencil-shav-
ing flavored little papery piles of dissatisfaction he wouldn’t wish 
on either of the worst two of his exes. At the thought of Colleen 
and Dana, Dave had a sudden powerful blast of déjà vu, and he 
was there, and there, in front of two counters, with two separate 
little assholes serving him, and he stopped. Here he was, half-
way through a single day in Frisco’s ugly, stunted step-brother of 
a town, in a suburb named after a crappy truck, and all he was 
doing was making it worse. Dumb didn’t smarten up ‘cause you 
flashed a sharp stick at it. This was a multi-layered symptom of 
social stagnation that he was staring at, and as his sponsor Craig 
had told him three years ago, holding onto anger was like drinking 
poison and waiting for the other person to die. And cockroaches 
never really died, Dave had added, and Craig had laughed. No, 
he’d said, no they didn’t.
 Back out on the asphalt, crossing the street over to this ar-
chitect’s suicide note of a commercial plaza, he’d had in his hand 
this pack of Camel Blues, and goddamnit but they were exactly 
what he’d been looking for all along. Looked like the truth-in-ad-
vertising assholes had gotten their sanitizing mitts on the cigarette 
labels again. They decided that reminding you of your eminent 

Reinke
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demise after every purchase wasn’t enough. Now they’d figured 
people weren’t smart enough to figure out that the “lite” bit on the 
smokes wasn’t going to slow the tumors down, that they needed a 
firmer helping hand in seeing the bright light.
 It was clear the world was reaching out to tell him some-
thing in this, this little twinkle of awareness. Something familiar, 
something he’d whispered to himself when he woke up in the mid-
dle of the night, something he’d muttered a thousand times but 
never managed to remember. Damned if he knew what, though. 
 He remembered that fleeting feeling as he passed into a 
sleep of vivid dreaming. More powerful than he could remember 
having in a long time. He was tearing mountains down with his 
hands, flinging city-sized boulders out across the waters of an 
endless ocean, yelling furiously as he tore the world asunder. 
 When he awoke, the dream didn’t fade the way dreams do. 
It stayed. It felt uncomfortably real, and Dave spent most of the 
morning actively ignoring it.

* * *
 Later, as he unwrapped the plastic from around his sad 
sandwich, it struck Dave that he felt tired. Couldn’t figure why, 
exactly, it felt like any other day. His mind drifted back to the 
morning, but the specifics of what he’d been doing escaped him. 
He had a vague sense that it had been tedious. 
 Dave had never been the sort of man to bring his work 
home with him. It wasn’t going anywhere, it would all be there 
when he came back tomorrow. Not that he didn’t take the off-
hours calls; that came with the badge. But at the end of every 
day, he walked out to his car, flipped on the radio, and he was off 
the job. A little Bob Seger to sail him home, a boxed dinner while 
he caught up on his shows, and he’d read himself to bed with a 
copy of Popular Mechanics. He wasn’t going to be one of those guys 
breaking down young, flipping out and shooting at ghosts, naked 
in an alley on Christmas Eve. Dave had a plan to finish out his 
career, float off to some tropical isle and while away the rest of his 
days on a beach, worry free, watching the Dodgers and making 
small talk with bartenders until his inevitable heart attack. The 
Cassady Curtain, his dad had called it on his deathbed. Just the 
way Cassadys flamed out.
 This, though, was more than just prudent boundaries. This 
wasn’t leaving work behind; this was losing it entirely. As Dave 
chewed on soggy salami, he pressed at his memory for anything 
it could offer, but nothing came. Like the video reel of his life had 

been spliced together at both ends of walking in and out of the 
building, cutting everything in-between.
 That night, having forgotten the afternoon as well, Dave got 
to worrying. He didn’t know whom he could go to, whom he could 
ask that wouldn’t think he was crazy. It sure looked crazy on the 
face of it. As he tried to think through his options, it dawned on 
Dave that he couldn’t name a single person he was working with. 
He knew the bureau head, Sam Tucker, but only because he’d 
spoken with him from New York. As for anyone else, Dave drew a 
glaring blank.
 This was bad. Dave knew he wasn’t crazy, but looking 
himself straight in the eyes in his bathroom mirror, he remind-
ed himself that the vast majority of insane folks were sure they 
weren’t, either. And was it getting worse? A week ago Dave could 
remember everything, down to the greasy aroma of the burger he’d 
eaten at his desk. Now, whole sections of his life were falling away 
like rotten chunks of a roof caving in, leaving big swaths of blue 
sky behind.
 Dave would have sworn he hadn’t slept at all that night, 
except for the vivid memory of a dream that leaked out over the 
sound of his alarm in the morning. He reached out and slapped 
at the snooze button, but missed and sent the clock skittering off 
the table into the space by the wall. Dave followed the clock over 
the edge and managed to silence it with a few ape-like slaps at its 
buttons. 
 In his dream he’d been hopping across pools of green fire, 
jumping from one unsteady foothold to the next. The surface of 
each landing was slick, and it took all his concentration to stay 
upright. He’d been mid-leap when the alarm had gone off, and 
through the maniacal beeping, Dave had sensed himself falling 
deep into the bottomless pits of searing heat. As his mind drew 
back out into reality, he felt himself pulled out of his body and 
saw that he wasn’t himself, he was some kind of robot, melting in 
the dense emerald waves of flame. The scene faded into the blurry 
hotel room, and the vision was gone, but Dave couldn’t shake the 
feeling of that heat. Even as he brushed his teeth and stared into 
the bathroom mirror, Dave had to shake his head repeatedly to 
keep the mechanical face from blurring into his steamy reflection.
 As he got dressed and stuffed the fourth of his five super-
market sandwiches into his bag, Dave stumbled onto an idea. In 
the interior pocket of his duffel, he had stowed a notepad. Dave 
decided to write himself a note, and to try to read it once he was 
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at the office. That accomplished, he’d write a response to himself 
when he did. Dave smiled. He might make sense of this thing yet. 
Maybe before anyone even began to suspect he was slipping off 
the deep end.
 Pulling out the water-stained pad, Dave flipped it open to 
the first page and immediately dropped the whole plan. There at 
the top of the yellowed page was a short paragraph written in red 
ink in an unfamiliar handwriting. It instructed Dave to meet “TBD” 
at Buford Park, a small riverfront green space with a public boat 
launch and dog run. Dave didn’t know it by name, but he knew 
how to find it. 
 At lunch, Dave checked the pad again to find a post-it note, 
written in his own handwriting, that simply said “No.” It partially 
covered the red writing, and as he stared at it in terror, the dizzi-
ness came back. He forced himself back down and tried to gather 
himself. Slamming the notepad shut, Dave fumbled with his sand-
wich and failed twice to unwrap the plastic. He sat there in the 
shade of the Jacarandas, clenching the sandwich until his watch 
beeped, reminding him to head back to work. Dave tucked the 
sandwich away and crept up to the rear exit he used for his lunch 
breaks. In the diamond pattern of the shaded window, Dave could 
make out streaks of light on the other side of the glass, but noth-
ing more distinct. Like a sleepwalker, his hand reached up without 
his willing it, and pulled the door open. With one long stride he 
slid inside and let the door slam shut behind him.
 Dave blinked, and realized the sun was setting over the 
Bank of America down the street. He shook his head clear and 
turned around to see the front door of the station. He approached 
it and tugged at the handle, but it was locked. Dave let his hand 
fall to his side and stood, staring at the door for a good while too 
long. To his side, he saw a flash of movement and noticed the kid 
from the gas station swinging his car door open, staring at Dave. 
Their eyes locked, and the kid seemed compelled to say some-
thing, anything.
 “Uh, hey, are you all right? You get locked out? Aren’t you 
guys closed up for the night?” Sensing that Dave wasn’t going to 
be giving out answers, he let his words trail off softly. Dave stared 
wildly back at him and stormed towards the car, stopping uncom-
fortably close to the young man.
 “I need you to tell me something,” Dave blurted. The kid 
was shaking.
 “Uhh, oh damn, yeah, of course. Sure, anything,” he sput-

tered frantically.
 “Do you see other people coming in and out of this build-
ing? Other people besides me?”
 “Yeah, man. Yeah, of course,” he nodded. “Every day.”
 “Tell me what they look like,” Dave yelled, leaning in closer.
 “Oh, shit man, I dunno. Like you, I guess,” he stammered.
 “What do you mean they look like me?” Dave fired back at 
him, eyes ablaze, and the boy tried to squeeze tighter against the 
door of his car.
 “In suits,” he blurted. “Like, business-like. Like Cops. Like 
you, man. Why are you asking me, man, aren’t they like your 
co-workers?”
 Dave blew a long breath out through his flared nostrils and 
stared at the kid another second, then spun away and hurried to 
his car. The kid stood as still as he could until Dave’s Buick was 
out of sight around the corner, then broke into tears when he was 
sure Dave was gone.
 Dave was lost. He went to Denny’s and ordered a coffee, 
settling into a booth by the windows. Watching the people in the 
store, and the wait staff, he couldn’t detect any signs of recogni-
tion from any of them. He sat, sipping his coffee, until the street-
lights had flickered on and the dinner crowd settled in. Walking 
out to his car, Dave’s mind raced in a thousand directions, fueled 
by caffeine and terror. He sat in his car, listening to the news on 
the radio, and smoked a chain of cigarettes until the noise in his 
head calmed to a low whisper. The decision was made.

* * *
 The car slid into the last open space in the lot, and Dave 
flipped off the headlights. He sat for a long few seconds listening 
to the beat of the idling motor before twisting the keys out of the 
ignition. It was suddenly so silent. He felt the darkness pressing in 
through the glass and waited for his eyes to adjust. The half moon 
hung low above the waterfront warehouses and scattered, crum-
bling smokestacks. There was just enough light to make out the 
paved walkway down to the public pier. Dave took a deep breath 
and popped open the door. 
 In another life, Dave recalled work taking a toll on his body, 
leaving him tired at the end of every day. Even the paperwork jobs 
had sapped his energy to the point that he didn’t get out at night 
anymore. It was confusing to Dave that he suddenly had so much 
energy so late at night. He laughed at that, too, lamenting that 
eleven had become “late.” But here he was, and he didn’t feel the 
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least bit tired.
 Walking down the path, Dave eyed the landscape of the 
river’s edge. One central pier stood alone on the stretch of public 
green space along the water, the rest of it bound by a low wall of 
cement molded roughly into rocks. Here and there, pieces were 
missing, and the rusted mesh of the thick wireframe stuck out like 
the ribcage of some Devonian monster unearthed over the eons.
 Dave stopped at the edge of the trees and fumbled with his 
box of cigarettes, staying busy while eying the whole of the park. 
He pulled one out and lit it, taking a long drag as he homed in on 
a single silhouette sitting at the end of the dock. Dave watched for 
a half-minute before the woman called out to him. 
 “Hey, I can see you up there, you know.” Dave didn’t move 
to acknowledge her. But she was the only other one here. “You got 
another one of those smokes?”
 She clearly wasn’t trying to hide, and Dave had decided 
to see this out, so he pushed on down the path and out onto the 
dock.
 “Yeah,” he sighed. “I have a few.”
 “Oh, good, we got a high roller here, people.” She laughed at 
herself, reaching up and meeting his eyes. “One’ll do, honey.” She 
smirked.
 In the moonlight it was hard to make out much more than 
an outline, but she looked young. Younger than Dave, anyway. 
Thirties or forties, dark hair to her shoulders, and a pair of thick 
glasses on her nose. She wore a thick jacket over a wrinkled dress, 
thin legs sprouting out and hanging from the edge of the dock.
 “Soak it in, honey.” She laughed again. Dave hurried out 
a cigarette into her hand. She took it, still staring up at his eyes. 
“You got fire?”
 Dave paused, sifting through a wave of unwelcome images 
as his hand twitched in his pocket. He saw her squint through the 
fat lenses on her face, and Dave snapped back into the moment. 
“Yeah, uh, sure,” he said, fumbling for his lighter. So many pock-
ets. He found it in back, next to his wallet. Dave stooped down and 
cupped his hand around the flame to protect it from the breeze.
 “What a gentleman,” she cooed. She took a long drag and 
let out a thin jet of smoke that poured out over the river. The 
slow-moving water tugged at the cancerous smog like low clouds 
catching on ocean waves.
 “So, are you Steve?” she asked abruptly. Dave tried not to 
seem surprised. 

 “Name’s Dave,” he said. 
 “Oh,” she said, looking back down at her dangling feet. 
“Damn.”
 “Who’s Steve?” Dave asked. He waited and watched her 
slide a half-finished bottle of rum out from under her jacket. She 
took a long pull from the bottle, and looked back up at him.
 “I wish I knew,” she said, pushing her hair from her face. 
“You sure you’re not Steve?” Dave thought about this, about the 
millions of variables in a world of interconnected causes and ef-
fects, about the chance of random encounters that stemmed from 
a misinterpreted half-syllable. He even wondered, briefly, if maybe 
he wasn’t Steve after all.
 “Yeah,” he finally said, “I’m sure. But Dave’s pretty close, 
right?” He smiled, and she forced out a laugh. 
 “You know why that’s funny?” she asked, and Dave shook 
his head. “It’s a long story, actually, you sure you wanna hear it?” 
Dave hiked up his pants, settling in on the pier next to her.
 “I’ve got nothing but time.”
 “Haha, good. Here,” she said, stretching the bottle out to 
him. “You look like you could use a little rocket sauce.” 
 “Thanks,” admitted Dave. “You don’t know how true that 
is.” She pulled the bottle back to her chest.
 “Well, I mean, not all of it, okay.” She threw a rueful glance 
his way.
 “Hey, I’m not a wino, I promise.”
 “Hah, no worries, I’m just fucking with you, gramps.” Dave 
flinched. “Take all you like. I’m way past my quota.” He accepted 
the bottle and gulped a bit down. It was so sweet on his tongue, it 
gave him a shiver. She was looking out over the water again and 
began to tell the story of Steve. 
 They’d waited at the same bus stop, by the Outback on 
Fifth and Fulton, and he’d been the most charming man she’d 
ever met. And he laughed at her jokes. And he told her she looked 
beautiful in her work clothes. And she’d been sure he was gay—
he had to be, didn’t he? But he’d asked her for her number and 
winked when she gave it to him. And he said he’d call her. 
 But she didn’t get the call. She didn’t get many calls. Car-
rie, as she finally introduced herself to Dave, was worried about 
the direction of her life, worried she was drifting down an ev-
er-lonelier path, worried she had passed some event horizon on 
the way to the end. This was the first real ray of light that had 
shined her way in months, years, maybe. 
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 “Time slips by, you know?” She looked over at Dave for the 
first time since beginning the story.
 “Yeah,” agreed Dave, “I know that well.” They stared at each 
other knowingly, and finally Carrie sighed and looked back at the 
water under her feet.
 When two weeks had gone by without a call, Carrie decided 
this was one of those times to take the initiative. She sat at that 
bus stop every day since their meeting, at exactly that time, even 
though it meant being late to work two times and getting a written 
warning from her supervisor. He never came, though, and Carrie 
wondered whether she had just dreamt the whole thing up. In a 
final desperate heave, she decided to post onto a few “Missed Con-
nections” websites, describing the situation and trying her best to 
sound cute doing it. Within hours, she got a message from Steve, 
who explained that he’d lost the number on the bus and had been 
out of town since. But he was back, and wanted to see her again. 
She responded, and they struck up a conversation.
 Things went well, they talked over the course of a week, and 
finally she suggested meeting up, afraid that he might just be too 
shy to make the first (second?) move. He agreed and suggested 
this park, on the pier, under the moonlight. She was there, but he 
never showed. And he didn’t respond to any more of her messages. 
She’d been coming out here every night for a month, now, fighting 
off the urge to give up.
 “I mean, it feels like a lot longer than a month,” she sighed. 
“Like this dock has become another life I’m living. I sleep here 
sometimes.”
 “That doesn’t sound too safe,” said Dave. She looked at him 
coolly.
 “It’s not. But, then, at some point I guess I stopped caring 
about that. I know Steve’s not coming, I’ve known for a while now, 
but the time I spend here is all that stands between me and ad-
mitting I’ve got nothing left to go on for.” There was a long silence, 
and they shared sips of the liquor until the rum was almost gone.
 “You know,” said Dave, “Steve probably wasn’t even the 
same guy.”
 Carrie looked up and met his eyes. “Oh yeah? Thanks, 
Stephen Hawking.” She shook her head, shaking off the weight of 
the moonlight and pushing Dave’s eyes back down to the water. 
“Sorry. I’m being a bitch. Look, I know how sad and desperate this 
whole thing makes me look, I just thought being honest about it 
was a whole lot better than trying to ignore it. So I’m fucked up. 

Who isn’t? You mean to tell me you have your shit together, mister 
detective?”
 “Ex,” said Dave. “Haven’t done any real detecting in a de-
cade.”
 “Seriously?” she asked. “I was just fucking with you. You a 
cop?”
 “Just barely,” he said, taking the bottle back and draining it 
most of the way. “You want….” He wiggled the bottle and splashed 
the last ounce or so around for her to see.
 “No, it’s all you, blue.” Dave threw it back and wiped his 
mouth with his sleeve.
 “I’m a dinosaur. These days it’s all data and digital map-
ping. They’ve got me working as a consultant, when they want, 
just to remind them the real world is still out there, I guess. I hav-
en’t had a badge in years.”
 “Does that mean I can issue you a citizen’s arrest for litter-
ing?” She laughed and pointed at the bottle as it rolled off the edge 
of the wood and down into the water. Dave suppressed the urge to 
reach for it and just stared, watching it fall. 
“Not sure it works that way, darlin’. Besides, I know all the right 
people, it’d never stick. You, on the other hand,” they made eye 
contact again, “are at serious risk of getting a citation for vagran-
cy.”
 “Oh ho, mister erstwhile officer, it seems you have me at 
a distinct disadvantage.” She cracked a crooked smile, squinting 
her enlarged eyes suggestively. “I just might have to throw myself 
on your mercy.” They stared until the moment passed, and she 
straightened herself stiffly.
 “Sorry,” she said wistfully, “I think I’m a little drunk.”
 “You don’t say,” chuckled Dave, choking down a burp. 
Carrie laughed an outsized laugh and lay backwards on the dock, 
staring at the rising moon. 
 “Ain’t we just the peak of romance, you and I.” Dave worked 
this out in his head, stumbling over half-memories. He thought 
of the note, but suddenly couldn’t remember at all why it had 
seemed so important. The river slid by in silence. He felt a hand 
on his knee, and looked over to see her staring up at him again. 
“Take me home, would you?” she whispered.

* * *
 Dave woke up before his alarm, and stared at the glowing 
numerals hovering just over the edge of his pillow. He blinked 
twice and the numbers came back into focus. Two minutes to six, 
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seven minutes before that awful beeping. Dave reached out with a 
sleep-sore arm and slid the alarm switch back to off. Fifteen sec-
onds ago, he’d been a jaguar slinking along interlocked branches 
above a herd of impala. There was a heavy rain, and Dave could 
feel the streams flowing over his fur. He’d been prowling for what 
seemed an eternity, picking out the perfect prey, never quite set-
tling on one. All of them so helpless and juicy, none quite right.
 Dave’s morning ritual now included a minute or two of star-
ing into the mirror, allowing his face to sink back in, giving himself 
time to let go of his dreams. Today his face looked even less like 
his own, and he had to bend and pinch it in awkward ways to con-
vince himself it was really him and not some elaborate illusion. He 
washed and walked back out into the bedroom to steady himself 
for work.
 Dave stopped in the doorway and stared at the disheveled 
bedspread. He didn’t remember dropping Carrie off last night, but 
at least she wasn’t here. He half-expected to find another note, 
telling him how crazy he was, but there was nothing. Nothing but 
the icy dread of the coming day.
 He got to the office early that morning, to bide his time by 
the front door before going in. Once there, he flipped open his 
pack of cigarettes to find one last surviving stick awaiting him. The 
gas-station office wouldn’t open for another hour, and Dave would 
be working by then. He’d pick up a pack at lunch, he thought to 
himself. He flicked the lighter and pulled the fire into the tobacco 
at the tip. Dave smoked the cigarette slowly, savoring the scarcity, 
and teased the last drag out from below the line of the filter. He 
coughed on the bitter, hot smoke of burning paper.
 He dabbed the butt on the wall by the bench, and flicked 
it off into the planter behind him. Dave breathed deeply and 
coughed again, blinded by a brief wave of stinging tears. Wiping 
his eyes clear, he was startled to see Carrie, dressed in a clean, 
creased skirt and jacket walking towards the building. She was 
at the door in ten bounding strides, and as she passed him, she 
curled a half-smile in his direction.
 “Morning, Steve,” she called and walked by into the build-
ing. Dave sat fixed in place as the blood left his face, running 
down through his toes and out into the molten core of the earth. 
He sat until he felt numb everywhere but his brain, and watched 
as his body stood up and walked over to the door. His hand 
reached out and it was a black paw dangling over a rain-soaked 
branch, the jungle below teeming with life. His fingers gripped the 

handle like claws and pulled, and the door swung open. Carrie’s 
shadow disappeared around a corner down the hall, and Dave 
stalked after her, letting the door swing shut behind him. The last 
thing he heard before the click of the latch was the building crack-
le of a cloud of static, then nothing.
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First Honorable Mention, The Helen “Jackie” DeClercq Poetry 
Contest, 2015

One sleeps in the bedroom, dreaming. 
Her nimble mind guides her restlessly 
through doorways in an unmarked hall 
while her body lies, still.
 
Another lounges half-reclined in the living room.
His eyes penetrate a sliver of the television
inviting him to enter and escape.
His eyes, alert and active, shift and dart 
up down side to side.
Foreign and familiar, fabricated forms 
lead the way to events happening to him with him and in him 
but not around him.
A mouse scurries unnoticed over the tips of his toes
while he dives and runs and shoots and ducks
yet he remains unmoving, 
like a stone lying heavy on a riverbed 
while water is flowing ferociously over it.
All the while he is sitting, staring, still.

Another hunches in the office.
His face faces the reflectionless glare of a computer screen
illuminating him with a dull blue sheen 
and nothing more.
His brain races faster than his fingers
and his mind smiles, whoops, and whistles
while his face remains cold, unfeeling
like a stone buried deep under snow in winter.
His back curves deeper, solidifying, 
and there he slouches, still.

Still

Catherine Wolff
Another stands poised in the kitchen.  Knife in hand, ready 
but not executing the motion his mind had in mind.
He flies away on a memory while his body stays and waits
like the characters in a book tossed aside.  
Catapulted back in time by the lemon that reached into his nose,
he is there on his mother’s porch watching her coax
yellow ripe pulp for lemonade.  He is young,
jumping for joy higher and higher until
he looks back down at the knife, remembering that he is here—still, 
forgetting. His mother, vanishing, rides away on the back of his flying 
   memories.
He grasps and tries to hold on but can’t—like a helium balloon 
floating into the deep blue sky the images pass by him, helpless.
The knife holds its breath and hovers
while the old man’s mind whirs 
and he stands alone in the kitchen, still.

Wolff
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wonder if she wanted to wear a wedding dress, a white one at 
least. He must’ve sprung the idea on her at her mother’s house. 
Two kids, and they’ve been together for almost seven years. 

Why not? They can leave the kids with her disapproving mother, 
put some bags in the shitty, yellow Geo of his, load up on gas and 
reach the city of sin by sunset. 
 But why aren’t they smiling? Her eyes look puffy. Tears of 
happiness, I hope. Maybe she couldn’t find a white dress in the 
casino gift shops. Or maybe the shitty Geo of his would’ve been a 
better bed than the twenty-dollar-a-night motel they found that 

I

Little Chapel on 
the Strip

Beatriz Alvarez also offered five dollar lobster dinners.
 Don’t they look romantic? With his arm around her shoul-
ders and her hand barely touching him, standing in front of what 
looks like the statues from Caesar’s Palace. What a beautiful, 
cheap wedding it must’ve been, with a random, perhaps even in-
toxicated, stranger as their witness.
 It doesn’t matter though. He’ll promise her a wedding some-
day. Even after another two kids, she’ll still be waiting for the 
white dress she never got to wear. After twenty-six years with each 
other, they’ll still have the same bands on their left fingers, only 
this time they’ll have graying hair and wrinkles around their eyes 
and they still won’t be smiling.
 If you look closely, you can barely see the smidge of coloring 
on their left fingers.

Alvarez
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(after Matthew Arnold’s heart)

if Matthew Arnold had spent the night
in, say, the Mojave, and not Dover Beach
perhaps he wouldn’t have been similarly inspired.
the world would have one less serious poem
from a serious man who thought life so serious
and sad, and maybe—
just maybe—
we would be worse for it.
still I think he would have looked up and seen
what the Greeks meant by galaxias—milky
with the light of unreachable worlds,
pinpricks of star death screaming
in gamma rays, whole solar systems swallowed
in silence, space crashing into empty space—
then maybe we’d sit down and listen when he says he can prove that 
we are small, dark, and alone.

Minimalist 
Space Opera

Allen Jang
Flash

Querido Papa,
I know you can’t read well, but you listen worse, so this letter is the 
only way I feel I can communicate.  I try to ask you, but apparently I 
must never listen hard enough because I can never hear the answer. 
Maybe no one is talking, and it feels like I’m listening in vain. Maybe 
they speak a language of silence I’ve never understood.
 The other day I asked you about your markings, your rosary, 
your rising sun, your Neno. Your tattoos. It’s a pretty simple question 
to me, I just want to know what they mean to you, but you sighed in 
what sounded to me like exasperation and said “No sé, Carmen.” End 
of conversation. So many conversations before this one end with that 
sigh, followed by my name, and a combination of words that end our 
dialogue. When I hear that sigh I want to scream and pull out my 
hair. The same hair I cut because of you, the same hair I dyed regard-
less of you.
 That day though, I got used to it. That day I didn’t want to pull 
out my hair. I decided to make up a reason. If you won’t help me write 
your story, I’ll write my own about you. See, the thing you don’t know 
is that I’m writing you down so that Wendy knows you. I’m writing all 
the bits and pieces I’ve collected over the years because Wendy didn’t 
have you, but I did. I don’t know if it’s the blessing she thinks it has 
been. Maybe it’s better than nothing, but sometimes when I hear that 
sigh, it doesn’t feel like it. 
 I’ll tell Wendy that the rosary is for Mama Carmelita. I hope 
she doesn’t feel bad that she never could meet her. I don’t want to tell 
her that Mama Carmelita is the reason you’re so reticent, but she has 
to know that her grandmother is the reason why you’re such a hard 
worker. She was Catholic, but I know you’re not. She used to put out 
nasty messages on her green brick house to keep the Jehovahs away. 
Wendy doesn’t need to know that. Maybe she’ll like the rosary if I just 
say it’s in honor of the great, strong Mama Carmelita. She doesn’t 
need to know that she was unkind and judgmental. She doesn’t need 

Querido Papa

Carmen Navarro-Perez
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to know the real reason for the rosary. I can make one up.
 You have a rising sun, at least that’s what I see. I guess it 
could be a setting sun too. My imagination refuses to see that though. 
I know you had a rough start. No papa for you, working at twelve, 
having to run away to the army at seventeen, running away to San 
Francisco to find something safe, new. That feels sad. You had to 
stand up and rise again so many times. I’ll tell Wendy that that’s why 
you have a rising sun. Though I don’t know if she’ll see it the same 
way. You weren’t her Papa like you were mine. She might see your 
leaving Mexico as her setting sun, her opportunities lost. But I’ll tell 
her anyways. I’ll try.
 Your Neno, I never understood. I don’t know if it’s for yourself 
or your papa. What a strange life to have lived, named after a man 
who couldn’t raise you. He’s the reason you had to start working so 
young, he’s the reason you went to the army, and he’s the reason 
why you named your youngest Magdaleno. It always seemed strange 
to me that the name is fractured, though, Papa. An N E above an N 
O. It isn’t all just one word, it’s a broken name. I could ask you why, 
but you wouldn’t tell me. Maybe it reflects the broken relationship be-
tween father and son. A fractured name for a fractured legacy of sons. 
 But I don’t know if Wendy needs to know that. I want her to 
know you, the good you, the caring you, the one who buys red Gato-
rade and makes burnt noodle soup for me every winter when I’m sick. 
But maybe she should know the you that learned to respond with 
silence, the one who knew how to work twelve-hour days, but not to 
come home early enough from the bar to make sure we were safe in 
bed. Should she know the you who bought Cheetos and Coca-Cola 
on Sunday mornings for us when you finally made it home? Should 
she know that you grow potatoes in the backyard, and that noth-
ing makes you happier than your granddaughter learning to walk? 
Should she know that when I asked you to teach me how to care for 
plants you sighed? Should I tell her that now I kill cactuses by over-
watering them?
 It’s okay if you don’t read this, Papa. It wouldn’t be anything 
new for me. It would just be another sigh I wouldn’t have to hear. At 
least this way I get to say this to you before you can sigh.
       Love,
       Carmen

Second Honorable Mention, The Robert V. Williams Fiction 
Contest, 2015

very morning for the last couple of months began the same. 
Anthony didn’t bother even setting an alarm on his phone, 
because he woke every day at the same time, to the same 

words—
 “It’s a beautiful day in the neighborhood, a beautiful day for 
a neighbor. Would you be mine? Could you be mine?”
 God, he hated that song. He could definitely go the rest of 
his life without ever hearing that damn theme song another time. 
Anthony turned onto his side and pulled his pillow over his head, 
hoping to drown out the sound. It was no use, and by the end of 
the next verse—“Would you be mine? Could you be mine?”—he gri-
maced and got up out of bed.
 In the living room, Willy sat with his legs criss-crossed in 
front of him, his blanket clutched in his left hand and his right 
digging into a bowl of cheerios. His eyes never looked away from 
the TV, where Mister Rogers was slipping into a cardigan after a 
long day of work.
 His mother was chain-smoking in the kitchen, right on 
schedule. He brushed past her with a garbled, “Morning,” then put 
on a pot of coffee. Anthony hated coffee, but his mother wouldn’t 
be awake enough to drive Willy to preschool if she didn’t get some 
in her soon. He spooned some sugar into a mug and opened the 
fridge to find some milk. He pulled out one carton, shook it and 
found it to be empty, and sighed heavily before opening the one 
behind it. The expiration date was a few days past, but he smelled 
it and figured it was fine. He took out the empty carton and placed 
it in front of his mother.
 “Ma, if you use the last of the milk, you have to throw the 
carton away, all right?”
 She exhaled a large smoke cloud and didn’t look him in the 

E

Neighbors

Katherine Matuszak
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eyes. 
 “I didn’t do that,” she said, and Anthony just sighed and 
took the carton to the trash. His mother used to be beautiful like 
a river rock, her face a pattern of smooth lines, her hands cool 
on his face as she tucked him into bed. She was a noxious thing 
now: she sat and breathed fumes into Willy’s lungs and stood in 
the shower until all the hot water was gone. She only ate when no 
one was around to watch her, late at night, and Anthony knew by 
the time he and Willy woke up, the groceries he’d bought would be 
half-gone. The timer on the coffee machine beeped, and he poured 
his mother a cup, then made himself some eggs. Fried, because 
he didn’t want to dirty another mug to scramble them. The eggs 
sizzled in the pan, and he wished they had bread left to toast. 
 He was running out of Christmas money. The first two 
months he’d used his mother’s debit card, slowly draining her 
account for bananas and cheerios, but it wasn’t a card for every-
day expenditures, only an emergency fund. Even before, when 
his mother took care of herself, she wasn’t trusted with the mon-
ey. She’d spend the rent on knickknacks—tissue box covers and 
bookends for her friends at the library, licorice for the kids at 
Willy’s school. There was less money in her account than he re-
alized, which Anthony didn’t know until the card was declined at 
the deli two weeks ago. He’d never understood why people looked 
so ashamed when they had to leave without their purchase; he 
understood then. The money he got for Christmas was substan-
tial—he’d told his family he didn’t want clothes, or toys, or any of 
the bullshit—and he’d held onto the cash for months hoping the 
price for a PS4 would drop. Now he was wondering if they’d even 
have electricity next month.
 “I have always wanted to have a neighbor just like you...” 
 Jesus. No wonder their electricity bill was so high. Willy 
was still slack-jawed in front of the TV screen, even though the 
episode was over and the DVD had reloaded the menu, playing 
that theme song on loop. Anthony served up his eggs and squirt-
ed some ketchup on the plate, trying to focus on the sound of his 
mother inhaling through her cigarette, the water dripping out of 
the faucet, anything but the damn song. It persisted. 
 He left his food on the table and crossed to the living room, 
finding the remote and taking a deep breath before pressing 
the power button. Immediately, as the screen went dark, Willy 
shrieked. 
 “No! Ant, no!” Willy pleaded, turning away from the TV to 
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paw at his brother’s pant leg. 
 “Willy, that’s enough for today, okay? We’ll play another 
episode tomorrow.”
 “No! Ant, neighbors.” Willy’s teacher sent a letter home a 
few weeks back asking their family to work with him on language 
acquisition. She’d written he’d stopped talking almost complete-
ly at school, and the language he did use seemed rudimentary at 
best. At the beginning of the year, she’d said he’d probably be the 
first in the class reading full sentences. Now she could barely get 
him to speak in full sentences.
 “C’mon, Will. You can watch neighbors tomorrow. We gotta 
get you ready for school.”
 Willy’s eyes opened wide, and he clutched at his brother’s 
leg. “NO, Ant. Daddy!” He pointed frantically at the screen, and 
his face scrunched up the way it always did just before the water-
works started. 
 Anthony gritted his teeth. “Okay, okay. One more episode. 
Then school, okay?”
 His brother beamed and sat back down, folding his legs 
together again. 
 Anthony walked towards his room, swearing under his 
breath. That word kept repeating in his head, worse than the 
song. Daddy! He didn’t have to ask Ant what he meant, he knew 
damn well why his little brother loved Mr. Rogers so much. He 
used to love that song, when he was Willy’s age. 
 Every Sunday, his father made breakfast. Proper break-
fast—not fried eggs without toast, but waffles, or pancakes with 
little chocolate chips in the batter, with scrambled eggs and ba-
con. He’d wake up to that heavenly smell and know there was no 
school that day, just breakfast and time with dad. He couldn’t 
jump out of bed, though, and rush downstairs. He had to wait 
what felt much longer than it was, squirming around under his 
blankets, until his dad walked down the hallway singing—
 “It’s a beautiful day in the neighborhood, a beautiful day for 
a neighbor. Would you be mine? Could you be mine?”
 But Dad didn’t sing with a nasally voice like Fred Rogers. 
No way. He was a bass-baritone in the church choir, and he sang 
the Mr. Rogers theme with the same depth and warbles he would 
sing “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot.” When Dad finally opened his 
door, he’d find little Ant standing wide awake behind the door, his 
chubby arms outstretched for Daddy. As Anthony grew older and 
less willing to be lifted into sweeping hugs, the rite transitioned 
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to his little brother. Could you be mine? was accompanied by a 
shriek and a giggle from Willy as his father swooped him up into 
his arms, and on the way back down the hall, he knocked a slow 
beat out on Anthony’s door, shave and a haircut, two bits—before 
singing his way back to the kitchen. He did it up until the Sunday 
Anthony woke to “You’re nothing but a selfish bitch!” and the slam 
of the door: the day his father moved out and left them here with a 
catatonic replica of their mother. 
 When his mother found Willy the next Sunday morning 
balled up crying under his blankets, she sprang into a flurry of 
life for a single afternoon, making too many pancakes and burn-
ing the scrambled eggs, pouring orange juice into mugs instead of 
mixing up Ovaltine in his father’s favorite glasses. Willy wouldn’t 
budge, however, without the song. Anthony sang it for him, be-
grudgingly at best, and only because his mother looked on the 
verge of crying. When they started eating, she returned to her 
usual spot at the table, her whole body deflating into its familiar 
hunched position on the chair, and lit a cigarette. In two to three 
business days, Anthony found a Mister Rogers DVD on the living 
room table. He popped it in for his little brother to listen to during 
breakfast, and that was it. So began the endless cycle of mornings 
with Mister Rogers.
 Anthony closed the door to his bedroom and traded his 
sweatpants for jeans. He was going to have to go talk to some-
one. His mother wouldn’t respond if he asked her about money, 
and anytime he brought up things like child support, what Dad 
should be doing, she’d put out her cigarette and walk into the 
backyard. He wasn’t sure if she was afraid she’d lose custody, 
or if she simply could not handle the neighbors finding out Dad 
wasn’t really on an extended business trip. Anthony didn’t mind 
that idea at all—maybe they’d feel bad and bring over meals for 
them. Ms. Larson next door was nice enough, maybe he could talk 
to her. What were his other options? He could talk to the counsel-
or at school. His teachers kept pulling him aside, telling him you 
look tired, you look upset, is everything all right? You know you can 
always talk to me, don’t you? Which was real nice and all, but how 
do you bring up to your freshman science teacher that you’re wor-
ried your electricity’s about to be shut off and that you don’t know 
how to pay the bill? 
 He packed up his work into his backpack and grabbed one 
of the twenties from his sock drawer for picking up food for din-
ner that night. He’d never been very good at cooking, but he knew 
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how to make some simple stuff—he’d buy bread and Kraft singles 
on his way home from school. Willy loved his grilled cheese. On 
his way out, he turned off the TV for good this time, and by some 
small miracle his brother didn’t pitch a fit, instead heading to his 
room to change into a mismatched array of clothes for preschool. 
Anthony was lucky his little brother still liked to dress himself: the 
less responsibility he left for his mother, the more likely she was 
to follow through. He walked back to the kitchen and patted the 
forearm she wasn’t holding a cigarette in.
 “So you need to drive Willy to school in about fifteen min-
utes. And then you’re going to go back again at two to pick him 
up.” His mother nodded, her face still aimed down at the table. 
Anthony had no idea what she did with her day between the 
mornings and two, but Willy was always home by the time he got 
there, and he never complained about being picked up late. So as 
far as he could tell, she was capable of one job.
 As he headed out the door he waved to Ms. Larson, who ran 
out her door in a rush and waved back at him as she pulled out of 
the driveway. He assumed she was late for work: she’d left in such 
a hurry she didn’t lock her front door. Anthony stopped on the 
porch, watching her car pull around the corner and out of sight, 
and rocked back and forth on his heels for a few moments. He 
looked at her door and shrugged his backpack further up on his 
shoulder.
 He walked across Ms. Larson’s lawn and up her porch, 
hyperaware of her ugly white cat watching him through the front 
window. He turned around and viewed his block: no one was 
on the street. Nobody’s cars were pulling out. Before he could 
think any more about it, he turned around, opened the door, and 
slipped inside. Anthony shut the door behind him.
 Mr. Tumnus, Ms. Larson’s cat with only one ear, jumped 
down from the window sill and mewed for Anthony’s attention. 
He bent down and pet him, moving further to scratch his favorite 
spot behind his ribs. The cat purred and rolled over, showing his 
patchy stomach, but Anthony stood up and whispered, “No more, 
Mr. Tumnus,” even though there was no one else home to hear 
him. He’d house-sat for Ms. Larson several times, when she had to 
leave town to visit family, so he knew this house and Mr. Tumnus 
well. He didn’t know, however, where Ms. Larson kept her mon-
ey—he’d had no reason to look before. He liked to consider himself 
an honest person, and in any regular situation, he wouldn’t do 
this. But he only had forty dollars left of Christmas money, and 
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most of it would go to groceries tonight. He was going to be late 
to homeroom. He tried not to think about the teacher calling his 
name on roll call and looking at his empty desk.
 Anthony watched a lot of television, and he remembered a 
documentary about crime where they interviewed burglars to ask 
what homeowners should do to protect their assets. One of them 
said he always looked in the freezer first, that it was the most 
common place for people to store their money. He said he’d proba-
bly found a thousand dollars just in freezers alone. Anthony went 
to the kitchen, Mr. Tumnus at his heels, and opened up the freez-
er door. There were two tubs of Vanilla Bean ice cream, six frozen 
single-serving dinners, a package of fish filets, and two bags of 
tater tots. No money. He crept down the hallway to her bedroom, 
even though she lived alone and worked twenty miles away in the 
city. He tried to make his footsteps very quiet, and every creak in 
the floorboards made him sweat. 
 Ms. Larson’s bedroom was set up like her cat was her room-
mate, not her pet. She slept in a twin-sized bed on the left side of 
the room, surrounded by her dresser wedged in the corner by her 
closet, and a large bookcase that covered most of the furthest wall. 
The right side of the room belonged purely to Mr. Tumnus, with 
an impressive cat tree, a dresser filled with treats in one drawer, 
toys in another, and grooming products in the third, and a cat bed 
large enough to fit four or five cats Mr. Tumnus’s size. Anthony 
wasn’t a small kid, and he could probably curl up comfortably on 
the cat bed if it suited him.
 He headed straight for her dresser and immediately opened 
the jewelry box sitting on top. He recognized some of the necklaces 
as ones she’d worn in front of him. Nothing looked particularly ex-
pensive, but he didn’t know a lot about jewelry. He took four rings, 
a watch, and six necklaces, pushing them deep into the pockets 
of his sweater. He didn’t close the lid to the box, but opened the 
drawers one by one until he found her underwear drawer. He tried 
not to look too carefully at what he was pawing through, since he 
really had no interest in knowing what Ms. Larson wore beneath 
her control-top pantyhose, but after a little digging he found an 
envelope. He tore into it even though it wasn’t sealed, and found 
twelve hundred-dollar bills inside. He swallowed hard, counting 
and recounting the bills for a while. He remembered something 
the criminal in that documentary said, that he never tried to steal 
everything he wanted to take. He said he’d stolen from his neigh-
bors for years, and no one ever noticed because he wasn’t haul-

ing away a TV, or breaking into their safe. He’d take a few things 
here and there, and hope that when you looked to check on your 
beloved things, you’d be fooled into thinking they were still there. 
Anthony peeled away four of the hundreds and folded them into 
his pocket. He looked at the envelope for a little longer, biting his 
lip. Then he folded the envelope and placed the rest in his pocket, 
too.
 When he left the house, Mr. Tumnus was perched in the 
front window again, peering curiously at Anthony as he walked 
back to his own porch. He still didn’t see anyone on the street. 
He walked inside, dropped his backpack by the door and pushed 
his hands into his heavy pockets as he made his way to the living 
room. He switched the TV on and pressed play on the DVD menu. 
 “It’s a beautiful day in the neighborhood,” Fred Rogers be-
gan, and Willy erupted from his room wearing a shirt inside out. 
 “Neighbors?” he exclaimed, smiling to show the gap where 
he’d lost his first tooth last week. Anthony nodded and patted the 
floor, and his little brother eagerly came and sat down next to him. 
 “School’s cancelled, Willy,” he said quietly. “We’re staying 
home together today.” 
 “Really?” Willy said, criss-crossing his legs. Anthony nod-
ded. At the end of the first episode, he pressed play for the next 
one, and the theme song was interrupted by the piercing sound of 
the telephone—probably the office assistant, asking why Anthony 
never made it to homeroom or second period, ready to remind an-
other mother or father that when a child is sick, it’s the guardian’s 
responsibility to call and let the school know.
 But no one answered, and so it rang and rang because they 
didn’t have an answering machine, and by the time the person on 
the other end gave in and hung up, Mr. Rogers was tying his ten-
nis shoes.
 “Hi, neighbor. I’m glad we’re together again.”
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Second Honorable Mention, The Helen “Jackie” DeClercq Po-
etry Contest, 2015

—on the BART train from Hayward to San Francisco

The angry woman moves forward
with shouts of “coming through!” and then “move it!”
swinging her handbag like a baton
she hits a woman then hits a man
then finally hits me
startled I glare and
flip her off
(the doors of the train have securely closed behind her by then)
the man glances at me and snorts his approval
then turns away from the both of us
but I watch her until she disappears

* * *
Outside as the train moves on
I see a billboard that threatens the theft 
of your possessions and peace of mind
unless you buy a security system 
and erase the threat of the world 
with its invisible barrier
until the world is no longer
a thought
until there is nothing left to worry about

* * *
The train moves along 
filing into the tunnel
like a key into a secure lock
I listen to the old mechanism whir reliably
waiting for the familiar sound 
of all things falling into place
but the sound doesn’t come
all I hear is the mechanism’s whirring
all I hear is the whirring

The Worried Man 
Meets the Angry 

Woman

Casey Cantrell

Nice Hair. Mirabel Wigon. Pen and ink.
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Second Honorable Mention, Creative Nonfiction Contest, 
2015

1.
he sky is mostly overcast, and the marine layer is permeat-
ed with large patches of gray. A few vague blue spaces open 
above the horizon, where the setting sun is visible, though 

obscured by clouds. Palm trees extend into the sky, where dark 
clouds are changing shape against the background of white clouds 
above them. The dark patches slowly coalesce and disperse, grad-
ually appear and disappear, against a changing backdrop of re-
flected sunlight. This gives the sky a kind of depth, as if the rise 
and fall of sunlight over the course of the day held a strange power 
over the movements of the clouds.  
 I’m walking with Julia along the pier, which is crowded with 
other people. The nearly-setting sun is half-covered in cloud, but 
the exposed, sidelong light blinds us in orange and red. We lift 
our arms to shield our eyes from it, holding the blinding circle of 
light in the palms of our hands. I notice that Julia’s skin is near-
ly as dark as mine. Sometimes, in the summer, when her skin is 
tan, and her hair is mostly blonde and gray, people think she’s my 
mother.
 She looks back toward the coast, toward the line of cliffs 
over which, a few months ago, she had spread the ashes of her 
eldest son. I try to look closely at her eyes without catching her 
attention. They’ve always been blue-green, the iris containing a 
circular, mandala-like pattern, blue on the inside and a thin rim 
of green surrounding the blue center. I turn my head to watch the 
surfers, and look down at a large swell of breaking waves passing 
underneath the pier. I wonder how deeply the wooden support 
beams of the pier sink into the sea. 
The water looks pale and glassy. I shift my gaze from the white 
foam of the rising waves to the gray outlines of clouds in the over-

T

The Green Flash

Dale Bass
cast sky. As Julia walks farther down to the edge of the pier, to-
ward the horizon and the sun, I linger back toward the boardwalk, 
losing sight of her behind the small crowd of figures that passes 
between us. The sky is gradually, imperceptibly, being filled with 
an orange glow, and we make eye contact through this light from 
a distance. I stay behind and turn from the receding figure, who 
seems to stand alone at the edge of a great precipice, silhouetted 
by the setting sun.
 I walk back toward the shore, where I’m offered drugs by 
two teenagers. One has long, dirty blond hair that covers his ears 
and falls a little over his left eye. He looks about fourteen and has 
a soft, angelic face. He sits on a skateboard, braceleted arms casu-
ally resting on his knees. He looks up at me and I’m momentarily 
dumbstruck by the color of his eyes, which are a very deep green.
 He gets up to show me an image of the Virgin Mary painted 
on the deck of his board, and then lists what he has for sale: clear, 
black, bars, tabs, or blow. His friend is taller and has darker skin, 
slightly darker than mine. He looks Mexican, rides a longboard 
with an ocean landscape painted on it. He’s slightly shorter and 
slightly younger than his friend. They remind me of Matthew and 
I, wandering up and down this same boardwalk in high school, 
trying to buy weed, or solicit homeless men to buy alcohol for us 
at the 7-Eleven.  
 I trade them ten dollars for a small piece of paper folded in 
aluminum foil, and then begin to walk back toward the edge of 
the pier. I find Julia just as the sun is about to disappear over the 
horizon, when the orange glow has shifted to red, and the darker 
clouds in the sky have begun to dissolve into the night.

2.
 Julia’s hair has always been the color of sand. The streaks 
of gray she has now have always drifted behind her ears, and 
sometimes over her eyes. Her hair has always fallen frayed and 
wild, and long over her shoulders. 
 Matthew’s hair was slightly darker than his mother’s, but 
not as dark as mine. His skin tone and complexion were also 
darker, but not as dark as mine. He had his mother’s multicolored 
eyes as well, though they were more hypnotic than serene. 
 I remember looking out the window at the ocean, listening 
to Julia gossip with her daughter in the front seat. We were driving 
to Our Lady of the Sea. I was going to Mass with Matthew and his 
family. I was twelve years old, in the backseat of Julia’s ‘98 Ford 
Windstar, the beaten-up blue minivan that her four children and 

Bass
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I piled into each day for Catholic school. Stella Maris Academy. 
She drove me to school because my mother worked a second job. 
I remember riding my bike fourteen blocks to their house from my 
mother’s apartment each morning in a Catholic school uniform. 
There was a blue plastic crucifix hanging from Julia’s rearview 
mirror, silhouetted by the sunlight. Long brown hair blowing in 
the wind. They spoke like sisters. 
 I remember looking out the back window, toward the ocean.
I’m about fourteen, in the back seat of the Windstar. I’m watch-
ing the ocean through a small tinted window. You’re watching 
the ocean from the backseat of a minivan. You’re twelve years 
old. You’re wearing an uncomfortable uniform. Khaki pants and a 
white polo shirt. Your best friend’s mother is driving you to Catho-
lic school, and the air is salty as it presses against your face. This 
school is in a better neighborhood than the one you’ve grown up in. 
The white walls of the school and the church are a few blocks from 
the beach, and you’re watching the distant blue horizon from the 
back window of the minivan.  

3.
 I’m sitting in the passenger seat of Matthew’s car, watching 
the streetlights flicker on in irregular patterns as the night de-
scends. It is a cold evening in January, just before my twenty-first 
birthday. The sun is setting and the sky is a very dark shade of 
turquoise. Small purple clouds are spread across the sky, reflect-
ing the glow of the sunset hidden behind the hills of the San Fran-
cisco Peninsula. 
 To the east, I can see a few dark storm clouds on the hori-
zon. We drive past a large stretch of car dealerships and liquor 
stores on the outskirts of Oakland. We enter a suburb, a spotted 
maze of new apartment complexes and abandoned, repossessed 
homes. When we park on a side street in front of one of the new 
buildings, the amber glow of streetlights surrounds us.
 We sit in the car for twenty minutes, roll a joint, and pass it 
back and forth. A light rain begins to tap on the windshield. Mat-
thew is visibly disturbed by the sudden change in the weather. I 
look very closely at the windshield, trying to distinguish raindrops 
on the other side from the condensation of smoke within the car. 
I imagine millions of water molecules struggling to make contact 
through an infinitely thick sheet of glass. The inherent desire of 
all things to coalesce and to unify. Matthew stares intently into 
the distance, his iPhone pressed against the side of his face. Mat-
thew calls his guy about four times before he finally answers. This 

Bass

makes Matthew visibly tense and frustrated, in addition to the 
rain. I’ve learned to observe these typical, sudden mood swings 
without even having to look at him. We had shared energies. I 
couldn’t explain it any other way, except in terms of a similar con-
nection I’ve always felt with Julia. I sometimes think that Matthew 
was my double, filling in the white spaces of my black. I identify 
Julia as the unifying, absolute source of our dualistic personalities. 
She had taken me into her family, had helped my mother through 
the…
 We meet his friend at the gate of the complex. It begins to 
pour. The small clouds, which had been cool-colored in the light 
of the setting sun, have suddenly gathered. Matthew’s friend leads 
us through a courtyard with a small pond and fountain. A small 
concrete angel is overturning a basin, from which a thin stream of 
water flows. The tiny angel is naked, with a smooth stone face and 
soft curling hair. I consider pointing it out to Matthew, because 
he and I were both born under this sign, but he passes it without 
seeing it. 
 We enter through a screen door, which I struggle not to 
remove from loose hinges. At my feet, there’s a dog-sized hole in 
the mesh of the screen. I enter the apartment, overcome by the 
artificial heat and the faint smell of vinegar. The walls of the apart-
ment are completely bare, except for a single framed picture in the 
living room. It’s a large aerial photograph of a coastline with a pier, 
which I immediately recognize. I point it out to Matthew, but his 
blue-green eyes are fixed on a brownish mold that spreads out-
ward from the center of the ceiling. Matthew pulls out forty dollars 
and hands it to his friend. Minutes later, I’m numb. I step outside 
to smoke a cigarette and can’t feel the smoke moving in and out of 
my lungs. The rain is only falling lightly now, and the cool drops of 
water seem to dissolve into my face and skin.

4.
 Stella Maris is the Latinate term for Our Lady, Star of the 
Sea, an ancient Greek title for the Virgin Mary. It means sea star. 
Under this title, the Virgin is believed to intercede as a guide and 
protector of those who travel by sea. The term also refers to Ursae 
Minoris, the North Star, or Polaris. Our Lady of the Sea is always 
depicted standing on a crescent moon. In the Book of Revelation, 
the story is told of the Woman and the Dragon. A woman clothed 
in the sun, with the moon under her feet and a crown of twelve 
stars above her head. She is pregnant and crying out in pain, 
as she is about to give birth to Christ. There is an enormous red 
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dragon with seven heads, ten horns, and seven crowns. His tail 
sweeps a third of the stars out of the sky. He stands in front of the 
Virgin, waiting to devour the Messiah as soon as He’s born. 
 And there was a war in heaven. Michael and his angels 
fought against the dragon, and the dragon and his angels fought 
back. Satan was hurled to the earth, and his angels with him. 
When he saw that he had been hurled to the earth, he pursued 
the woman who had given birth to the male child. God gave the 
woman two wings of a great eagle, so that she might fly to safety 
into the desert. And from his mouth, the serpent spewed water 
like a river, to overtake the woman and sweep her away with the 
torrent. But the earth opened its mouth and swallowed the riv-
er that the dragon had spewed from his mouth. And the dragon 
stood alone on the shore of the sea. 

5.
 I remember staring at the brownish mold stain on the ceil-
ing, which seemed to have grown larger during the night. A lot of 
time had passed, but I hadn’t noticed. I had been too focused on 
the bliss of not noticing anything, of not conceptualizing. It hap-
pened very quickly. Matthew was on the floor, his eyes rolled back 
into his head, and his body made strange, powerful convulsions. 
He looked like a suffocating fish. 

6.
 The sun has set and the colors are flashing. The sun is a 
bright purple orb about to be swallowed by the sea. I can’t see 
Julia, I can’t see the pier or the water beneath my feet. I am lying 
on my back, my eyes wide open. My body is cold, and beneath me 
water is flowing, carrying my back, carrying me further back. My 
heart rate accelerates with the current, and my body becomes the 
breaking waves. I see the line of cliffs in the distance. I see a blue 
crucifix hanging from a rearview mirror. I see ashes, waves, and 
mandalas. I see Our Lady of the Sea, levitating above the water. I 
see a white light. I see Matthew as a child. I look into his eyes and 
see Julia in the crowd across from me. As I approach her, I see the 
final glint of orange sunlight in the corner of her eyes, about to 
descend beneath the water on the horizon. At the moment the sun 
disappears, there is a subtle green flash right above the water, but 
I seem to be the only one on the pier who has seen it. 

Honorable Mention, The Donald Markos Poetry Contest, 2015

Your grandma is on her deathbed now.
She made it a long time ago.

Which is to say it was made for her.
Which really means she doesn’t want it

but she’s gotta lie down anyway.
You prop her pillows for her, lace her

lemonade with Demerol because she is dying 
and dying hurts you. She says so herself.

She says: Dying hurts, You!
then she downs her lemon and painkiller cocktail.

Two gulps and her eyes go gaga inside
the tiny thing that you know is her head.

It looks like an onion now, a piece
of old fruit, a fermenting thing.

She says it tastes funny sometimes.
The lemonade.

She makes a face like she is turning a thumbscrew
but the thumbscrew is her face.  Like this…

You watch tv together most days.
And most days you watch M*A*S*H:

Hunnicutt, Hawkeye, witty repartee.
She likes to hold your hand while you watch.

How to Make 
Lemonade

Daniel Riddle Rodriguez
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You don’t really like that.  Her hands are scary,
a pair of liver spotted carcasses barely held

by the skin that keeps them.  The way twice-boiled
chicken slides groaning from the bone,

only to plummet back into the soup, releasing itself
from itself.  Your grandmother is like that—a thing

awaiting release.  Your grandma is like a chicken.
Does it hurt?  You say to her.  Being a chicken?

Only when I’m thirsty, she says, pointing to the cup.
I’ve heard that grief is like a road we all walk alone,

a road that bends, forks, becomes a path, well-traveled
sometimes and sometimes less, but always leading

to the same place.  Like the five stages of grief
all lead to acceptance, so what’s the sense

in grieving at all?  Why not just accept?
If two roads diverge in a wood, you can

simply fall asleep; or turn around,
find a different set of woods; or a tree—

See that tree, there?  It doesn’t grieve,
just drops dead leaves in winter.

Simple.  Natural.
On the TV, two surgeons trade barbs

back and forth—lunge, riposte, repeat—
while a dress with some sort of man inside sashays 

around the room. And you sit quietly for a while.
Grandma squeezing your hand, you letting her.

Even squeezing back a little.  She clears her throat.
I’m thirsty, you, she says, pointing to the cup.
 
Demerol.
Lemonade.

Gaga.

Flash

ou quietly enter the restaurant, unnoticed by the waiter in 
the front, and make your way towards the tables. Everyone 
is seated, busy in his or her own world. The collective noise 

of their conversations causes the room to shake. 
 The first person you approach is a man seated alone read-
ing a book. You introduce yourself by touching one of his cheese 
breadsticks on the table. He looks at you with his lazy eye and 
signals you to go away. 
 He says, “Isn’t this supposed to be a high class spot? I’m 
outta here.” 
 You exit out the front door and immediately spot some 
leftover food on one of the outside tables. Leftovers are your bread 
and butter. As you indulge in the half-eaten burger and cold fries, 
you hear a couple arguing two tables behind you. 
 “How about enjoying the meal and pretending to be happy 
since you always complain that we don’t spend time together?”
 “All I’m saying is that he didn’t acknowledge me. Not even 
a glance. What century do we live in where a man and a woman 
can’t be addressed equally?”
 “Forget it, babe. Try some of my pasta.”
 “He’s an idiot.”
 “Or maybe he’s just aware that I’m the gentleman paying.”
 “Or maybe he isn’t aware that I make more money than 
you.”
 “You always gotta take it there.”
 A waitress is going around collecting dirty plates off the 
tables. She starts to head your way, but you got what you needed 
so you leave. You make your way down the street and go into a 
coffee shop. A young lady awkwardly holds her phone above her 
head while trying to kiss the air. You capitalize on her moment of 

Y

I Seen a Cake 
When I Died

Muhammad Shareef
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narcissism to sample her blueberry muffin. 
 You quickly head out of the coffee shop and hit the nearest 
corner. You chill out for a moment on a pile of garbage. 
 Two men in aprons exit the backdoor of a building. 
 “Carroll should’ve run the damn ball is all I’m saying.”
 “The game was fixed. No way you call that play.”
 You enter the building where the two men came from. The 
warm temperature combined with sweet smells lets you know you 
hit the jackpot. The room is busy: men and women in aprons put-
ting bread in the oven, taking bread out, decorating and preparing 
pastries. 
 You spot a large cake sitting on a counter calling your 
name. You creep and glide your way towards the frosted-layered 
heaven. You’re six inches shy of tainting the wonderful cake for a 
potential customer, but then a large object you didn’t see coming 
crashes on top of you. 
 Bam! You’re dead. 
 “Fucking flies,” says one of the men wearing an apron.

Third Honorable Mention, The Robert V. Williams Fiction 
Contest, 2015

here the fuck is he?” I whisper, reaching up to turn 
the heater from medium to high. The fan drowns out 
the sound of the radio, but only cold air keeps coming 

out. Piece of shit truck. I breathe on each hand and put them back 
on the steering wheel. I could’ve at least grabbed a pair of gloves 
on my way out. The windshield wipers thump back and forth, so 
I shut them off. Hopefully, there won’t be any more snow flurries 
until tonight. Either way, I’ll be back before it gets dark. There’s 
no way I’m spending all day looking for this bastard. 
 No one else drives by on the pothole-filled road, but then 
again, who would in this weather. I glance in the rearview mirror 
and see a pile of chains in the bed of the truck. They probably 
should be on my tires, but I don’t know the first thing on how to 
put chains on. I don’t know the first thing on how anyone can live 
an enjoyable life here either. It’s fucking Montana. Driving to the 
nearest town with a grocery store feels like it takes at least thir-
ty minutes. Not to mention you’re guaranteed to see some sort 
of dead animal carcass in the back of a passing truck. I mean, I 
guess if I lived here, I would be bored to the point of shooting crea-
tures out in the woods. Can’t blame them. How my grandparents 
have managed to live here for nearly twenty years is beyond me. 
 My phone vibrates against the cup holder and “Mom” pops 
up on the screen. I toss the phone in the back. The thought of 
listening to her now probably frantic voice makes me turn up the 
radio. Some twangy song is playing, of course. She’s probably 
going to leave me at least six voicemails telling me how I shouldn’t 
have left so quickly and we need to be a team about finding Ralph. 
They’re probably already printing out flyers to post on all the win-
dows in town. It hasn’t even been twenty-four hours yet. It hasn’t 
even been two hours. Not to mention, he’s a fucking dog. I think 

“W

Chilled Coffee

Katy Hake
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he can manage to be on his own for a little while.
 I roll through a large pothole and the old truck’s keys tap 
against my knee. I remember when Grandpa used to take my 
cousins and me four-wheeling in this truck on the property. We 
would all squeeze in the bed like sardines, laughing while we pre-
tended to fall out, but still secretly scared the truck would tip over. 
He would wink at me through the rearview mirror, and I’d give him 
a thumbs-up. 
 “Shit!” I slam on the brakes as a little Toyota ahead of me 
stops at an intersection. Guess I’m in town.  Not sure if it’s the 
right town, but it seems like a town for the most part. At least 
there’s a diner, gas station, and quickie mart. 
 I pull into the diner lot, which has two other cars parked 
there. Hey, I’m not alone. As I step out, the crisp air goes right 
through my leather jacket. Mini piles of snow are scattered 
throughout the asphalt, and I feel stupid for wearing high heel 
boots. It’s the closest thing I brought with me on the plane for 
snowshoes. As the rusted blue door squeaks shut, I feel slightly 
guilty for hating on the truck earlier. My grandpa loves this truck. 
Or did. I don’t know. 
 “Mornin darling,” says a chunky lady with gray-speckled 
hair knotted behind her head as I step inside. 
 The heater in here gives me hope that my hands won’t get 
frostbite after all. I glance down at her nametag. “Hi Rose, do you 
guys have a happy hour here?” I sit down on a stool, tossing my 
purse on the counter. The black and gold on it looks so out of 
place here. I probably look like a joke.
 “Not at 10:30 a.m. we don’t.” She smiles, pouring a cup of 
stale coffee for me. “Long mornin?”
 “Pretty much. Hey have you seen a dog running around 
here this morning?” I slide my thumb up and down the handle of 
the mug. 
 “Sorry hun, haven’t seen no dogs runnin around here.” 
 “It’s fine, it’s my parents’ dog anyways. They spoil the shit 
out of him.” 
 “Nothin wrong with that I suppose.” She gives a man a few 
seats down his bill. 
 “Find him or not, I’m taking an early flight out of this hell-
hole tonight. No offense.”
 “None taken. Figured you weren’t from here. You’re wearin 
shoes that are just askin you to slip right on your bum out there 
on the ice.” She smiles and slides a plate with a cinnamon roll 
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towards me. 
 I take a sip of the coffee. It has to be Folgers. I remember 
seeing the red Folgers can sitting on the kitchen counter every 
morning when my brothers and me were little and got to stay at 
our grandparents’ house for a week. No parents. It was a big deal. 
I was an early riser like Grandpa. He would sip his coffee at the 
kitchen table while the newspaper would crackle every time he 
turned a page. I would sip my orange juice while sliding my pen 
through the crossword puzzle section. He always had it set out on 
my spot next to him, ready to go. Rustling paper and a pen was 
the only noise the kitchen made. 
 “So what does this dog look like?” Rose asks, as she wipes 
dry a set of clean glasses. 
 My elbows lean on the counter as I use my hand as a head-
rest, “Massive with a shit-ton of fur that sheds everywhere.”
 “The breed?”
 “A Tibetan Mastiff. I only hear them say it about a thou-
sand times whenever we talk on the phone.”
 “Well I’ll keep my eyes peeled darlin. Nice of you to be 
truckin around out in the cold lookin for him.”
 A weird laugh slips out of me as I stare down at the count-
er. “But, I don’t even care.”
 Rose wipes her hands on her apron and stares at me. Her 
crows-feet eyes squint with confusion. 
 “He’s just a dog and my parents act like he’s their golden 
child. They flew him here all the way from California. Pathetic.”
 “Well, hun, I know once my kids moved out, my cat Daisy 
was all I had to care for.” 
 “And who names their dog ‘Ralph?’”
 She refills my coffee cup. My throat feels tight as I stare 
down at it. 
 “My grandpa just died three days ago and here we are, all 
back in bumfuck nowhere, Montana.” I try to swallow, but my 
throat feels tight. “Here to sort out the house and what to do with 
Grandma and all my parents care about is their fucking dog that 
ran away a few hours ago!”
 “Oh sweet Mary, I’m so sorry.” 
 “It’s like they’re trying to pretend this isn’t happening.” I 
sigh. “He’s gone forever.” My eyes sting more with every breath I 
take. No, don’t do this. I haven’t cried in three years and I’m not 
about to do it right now in a tiny paint-chipped diner with a family 
sitting on the other side pretending not to stare. 
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Rose’s thin lips purse together as if she is stumbling hard on what 
to say.
 “I gotta go.” I toss a five dollar bill on the counter as I slide 
off the stool. “Thank you.”
 “He was a good man.” She smiles as I step out the door, but 
she stares out the window at the old truck. Her eyes look foggy. 
 Cold wet specks disintegrate on my face and the wind cuts 
through my jacket, sweater, and bones. “Of course!” I toss my 
hands in the air as I head to the truck. Let the snow flurries begin.  
 I forget to look down at the asphalt, causing my heel to 
slide right across some black ice. After spreading my arms out as 
if the air will somehow catch my fall, I land right on my ass. That 
lady in the diner is probably shaking her head saying, I told you so 
darlin. My hands burn against the ice as I try propping myself up, 
but then fall again on my knee as my legs keep slipping in differ-
ent directions. I probably look like Bambi when he tried standing 
up for the first time. After nearly crawling off the patch of ice, my 
cheeks feel hot as water sticks to them. My own tears, not the 
snow. 
 I glance at the truck. “Fuck you!” I scream. My hands reach 
down to the nearest pile of snow, and I chuck handful after hand-
ful of snow at the door, but it’s not enough. My snow-pasted boots 
kick the tires, wheels, and fender. I hear metal rolling around in 
the bed, but only see my breath in front of me. I don’t need to look 
inside to know that they are gun shells. My fingers squeeze the 
rim of the bed as I close my eyes. 
 “Okay, let’s shoot for three in a row this time, Miss Bull’s-
Eye,” he would say, kneeling next to me as I stood tall next to his 
shoulder with my eye squinted through the scope at the center dot 
of the target. I would hit it, and then we’d celebrate with Grand-
ma’s homemade ice cream. He would tell me that once I’m old 
enough, he’ll give me his old gun to keep up with my practice. He’s 
probably had it cleaned and ready to go, waiting to give to me for 
years. 
 My chest hiccups a sob as my back slides down the truck 
and I sit against it. I hug my knees against my chest as I rest my 
forehead on them.
 “Never even said bye,” I whisper. 
 Something moist and warm slides across my hands. I 
glance up to see Ralph’s giant face right in front of me. His fur is 
covered in snow that turned into shards of icicles.
 “Where have you been, you little shit.” My voice is still 
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shaky.
 His tongue moves to my cheek, like he’s trying to be a tis-
sue soaking up everything. I never realized how chocolate brown 
his eyes are. Tiny specks of snow cover his black nose, which 
causes me to sob harder for some reason. I hug him tight, and his 
shaggy brown fur practically swallows my numb hands. He at-
tempts to lick the snot off my nose.
 “Okay, okay.” I laugh.
 I sigh, staring at the lit-up diner sign. “You probably just 
needed a break from everyone this morning too, huh?” I pet his 
soft head and rest the back of my head against the door. “Let’s go 
for a ride, Ralph.” He springs up, clearly knowing what the word 
“ride” means.
 I open the door and he hops right in.  He sits in the passen-
ger seat with his tongue flopped out the side of his mouth as he 
looks straight ahead, ready to go. My hands grip the worn leather 
steering wheel, just where my grandpa’s hands used to be. He’s 
not gone forever. 
 I give Ralph one more pat. “I’m still mad at you by the way.” 
 My hand reaches down to turn the ignition and the truck 
rattles back to life.  
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Third Honorable Mention, Creative Nonfiction Contest, 2015

or eighteen years, I only saw her at her house: three small 
bedrooms, a large parlor and a cozy warm kitchen with 
brown linoleum floor. But for me, the magic of Grandma’s 

house was actually outside. Looking back through that sunlit filter 
we see our memories through, I can see it so clearly. I have no 
photographs of her garden for myself. I’m not sure if any even ex-
ist. If I want to see it as it was, I can only do so through memory.
 Her yard was split into a few different sections, but there 
was no freshly mowed lawn or white picket fence to be seen. In 
one area—three long plywood-bordered planters filled with soft 
dirt, mulch, and compost—she grew sweet potatoes, green on-
ions, heads of lettuce, cages of string beans and snap peas, basil, 
and parsley. Surrounding the trodden dirt pathways around the 
planters were fruit trees: a short orange tree, a tall bay tree, and 
a small kumquat tree. She grew purple eggplants and green egg-
plants. She even had some grapevines growing on an old clothes-
line. There were more trees in the section to the right of that: 
an acerola cherry tree, a lemon tree, Ka‘u orange (the sweetest), 
branches reaching low and sprawling. A starfruit tree, its juicy 
fruits tucked away like little yellow gems among its floppy green 
leaves. 
 Then there was the guava tree. The tree nearest the house, 
next to her cherished Lady Jane anthuriums, produced perfect 
palm-sized guavas. It was a graceful tree with strong branches 
that extended outward and up toward the sky. One low branch 
made the perfect perch for me and my brother. We’d climb the 
tree, weaving in and out of the smaller branches, covered with 
fuzzy brown-bottomed leaves, picking the ripe yellow fruits and 
leaving the hard green ones. When we found good ones, we would 
toss them down to her as she sat on her pink plastic lawn chair, 

F

In the Garden

Stacie Tomita inspecting each fruit for worm holes or bird pecks. 
 When my brother wasn’t with us, she and I would have 
our “tea time” there. With the sweet light pink fruits that we had 
picked from the tree, she would make guava-strawberry smoothies 
and put them in little delicately painted tea cups. As the shadows 
of the tree’s leaves danced kaleidoscopic patterns around us, she 
would teach me words in Japanese, or tell me stories of her child-
hood: what sugar cane plantations were like (dirt-y), when she 
used a telephone for the first time (exciting), how she was chased 
by a bull while crossing a grassy field in her red cotton dress… 
 Or I would sit, sipping my smoothie, my back resting 
against the smooth, curved branch of the tree. I would tell her sto-
ries that I had made up—which were actually ones that I tried very 
hard not to adapt from Island of the Blue Dolphins—as she listened 
intently: “And so did she ever make it back to her family?”

*  *  *
 “They’re in the garden.” 
 The nurse tries to point my way to it, but I know. I have 
been here before. I visit her. The garden that sits in the middle 
of the nursing facility is sad compared to hers. But if you don’t 
have a garden, I guess it’s quite nice. She and her roommate get 
wheeled out here on most afternoons. Some red ginger with its 
sweet-smelling flowers and leaves sit at the edge of  a little pond 
that has a PVC pipe fountain sticking a few inches out of the 
middle of the smooth black pond floor, providing the noise of some 
running water and a nice place to enjoy the trade winds.  
 From the nursing facility’s garden, I can see the tops of 
the tall green mountains that rise from the low land of Kane‘ohe. 
When I am back home here, I marvel at these mountains. I study 
them and their sturdy green ridges. When it rains, I look for thin 
waterfalls rushing white down the mountain’s back. I look for 
black holes in the mountains where there are caves. The red-
dish-brown spots are probably mango trees, I think. I see beauty 
where I live in California, but I do not wake up in the morning to 
tall green mountains in my face—no mountains there that watch 
over me as I sleep, commingling with the midnight sky and gray 
clouds.

*  *  *
 It used to be a joke: “They’re in the garden,” whenever 
someone would come looking for us. There we’d be, crouched next 
to an empty brown planter box, my little index finger tracing a row 
in the dirt to drop seeds into, or kneeling on soft foam kneeling 

Tomita
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pads next to a bed of flowers, pulling weeds and thumping their 
roots on the damp soil. 
 I never wanted to go down the little driveway to Dad’s farm. 
He’d probably put me to work, pulling weeds or watering plants. 
So as soon as his tan Chevy van came to a stop on the little gravel 
road, I would escape up the hill to Grandma’s house. Not that Dad 
minded. I’m sure I was not as much help as I thought I was. 
 He’d laugh. He couldn’t understand why I would run to her 
house to do the same thing that he would make me do with his 
plants. He planted plants, took care of them for a while, and then 
sold or rented them to offices, restaurants, and stores in the mall. 
Grandma and I would plant seeds, take care of them, and then 
come out and talk or sing to them so they’d grow nice and big. 

*  *  *
 She’s sitting in the shade, next to some tall white ginger. 
Her hands are in her lap and her head nods slowly. Her eyes are 
closed. 
 “Hi Grandma!” Softly, yet cheerfully. 
 Her eyes open, her back straightens, her cheeks flush. She 
stares at me wide-eyed at first.
  “Oh! Stacie!” 
 I turn her wheelchair a little to the left, set the brake, and 
sit beside her in the rattan chair. “Oh, Stacie!” She grabs my 
hands, one in each of hers, and squeezes tight. 
 “Hi Grandma!” I’ve been smiling for minutes. 
 “How are you?”
 “Oh, I’m fine, I’m fine… Stacie!” Her voice is so cool and 
light, carried to me by the wind.
 Dad gave me some cold mango to bring to her. He isn’t feel-
ing well so he didn’t come this time. No one wants to get her sick, 
so we stay away when we’re feeling bad. 
 “Want some mango? I brought some.” I open the plastic 
container and spear a piece of mango with the plastic fork, raising 
it up to her, bright orange and dripping with juice.
 “Oh yes, mango.” She smiles goofily, sticking out her tongue 
slightly.

*  *  *
 At the back of her lot, a large mango tree, its mass of red-
dish and dark green leaves shaped like two puffy cotton balls, an-
nually produced an abundance of succulent mangoes, sweeter and 
juicier than any mango I’ve had—and I have searched—so many 
that we couldn’t keep up with all the fallen. She would let some lie 
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there and become nourishment for the deep roots of the tree. She 
used to slice down the side of the mango, next to the seed, score 
those two cheeks, and flip them inside out so they looked like little 
porcupines. She used to hand me the seed and I’d stand over the 
trash can, sucking up whatever juice was left.

*  *  *
 I bring the fork to her mouth and she closes her eyes as she 
slowly chews and swallows the mango that I cut in little chunks. 
I’m worried the pieces are too big, she’s eating slowly. But I think 
maybe she is just savoring it. She nods—it’s good. 
 “How are you?” she asks me slowly, raising an eyebrow with 
interest. “How is California?”
 I break up my response into smaller pieces: “California is 
good, but it is very hot right now.” 
 “I get homesick, so I’m glad to be back.”
 “You like California mo’ bettah?” Hawaiian Pidgin English 
originated from the sugar cane plantations too.
 “I like it, but no… not better.” 
 After every bite I feed her, she closes her eyes and smiles. I 
do the same thing at my first taste of sweet local mangoes when I 
get home. 
 “What have you been doing since you been home?” 
 Now I’m not sure what to say. I’m hesitant to mention all 
the fun I’m having because of all the fun she is not having. If I 
mention the beach to her—will she think of how unlikely it is that 
she would feel the sand in her toes and the water in her hair? But 
if I tell her I’m doing nothing, wasting my youth and mobility… 
how much worse would that be? 
 So I tell her I’ve been eating a lot and trying to spend time 
with family. 
 She closes her eyes and nods slowly. “That’s great… that’s 
nice. Enjoy yourself.”
 “How have you been?”
 She doesn’t hear so I lean in a little. 
 “How has your health been?” I ask her. With a new haircut, 
a pink silk hibiscus flower tucked in her ear, and a red muumuu 
printed with cheerful tiny white dots, she looks good. A little tired, 
though, for the early afternoon. But she is more awake than when 
I came at night a few months ago. 
 “My house?” Her eyes open and she looks at me. 
 “Your heal-th?” I ask, I hope with cheer. Her house.
 “Oh, it’s O.K.” Eyes lightly close again as she listens to the 
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sounds of the water falling. 
 She’s thinking about her house too. Maybe thinking about 
how she always had to sweep the dusty floor, or the sunlight filter-
ing into her old bedroom window and the breeze in the afternoon 
as she napped. Maybe about how she, widowed for more of her life 
than she was married, raised children and grandchildren, their 
gleeful cackles of laughter still ringing loud and clear after all the 
years. Maybe she is thinking about the time she was stung by a 
bee on her collarbone in the garden and she had to take the sting-
er out herself, easing my panicked cries for her pain at the same 
time.
 “Do you have a garden?” she asks me.
 “No, but I really want one.” Another bite. “I live in an apart-
ment.”
 “Ahh…” She is sorry for me. 
 A couple of pieces later, I ask, “Do you remember tea time?”
 She closes her eyes here and nods, swallowing her last mor-
sel of mango. “Oh yes.” A pause. 
 “Guava smoothie.” The goofy smile.

Flash

—for Peg Entwistle (1908-1932)

rab your coat, Peg. The faux mink one that I gave you for 
the other premiere. We have to leave soon. What’s wrong? 
Don’t fret, Peg. You’ll land another role. Come here, honey. 

Come here. Come stand here with me. 
 Look out the window, Peg. Look at those dancing lights, 
enticing you to this glamourous lifestyle. Look at the sky. Can you 
see the stars? That’s because they’re at the theater, waiting for 
you. Just imagine, Peg. All those people who want to make it and 
they don’t have it. They don’t have what it takes. You do. Be pa-
tient, honey. 
 Aw, don’t cry, Peg. Go get some fresh air. That always 
makes me feel better. But hurry. The photographers are probably 
there already. What are you writing? 
 How about I meet you there instead. Take a walk, honey. 
Check out the Hollywoodland sign. Maybe that will ease your trou-
bles.

G

Hollywoodland

Beatriz Alvarez



105104       Occam’s Razor   Occam’s Razor   

Artists

 Shukuko Heinzen graduated in 2013 with a BFA in Tra-
ditional Art. She creates drawings and paintings as well as ceram-
ics and mixed media sculpture. Her works reflect her bi-cultural 
heritage and evoke a spiritual quality by combining realistic ele-
ments and abstraction, a poetic invented world that incorporates 
Japanese references in her use of color and pattern. 

 Grace Munakata teaches painting/drawing at CSUEB. 
Her students’ unique backgrounds and how they think and re-
spond to their world through art inspire her. Her painting is usu-
ally abstract but sometimes incorporates representational images 
and references to nature. Her website is gracemunakata.com. The 
Paul Thiebaud Gallery represents her work. 

 Justin Pastores is a representational painter and drafts-
man. His work focuses on exploring acculturation by using fig-
ures, urban landscapes, and elements of abstraction. His painting 
#No Filter is now part of the CSUEB private art collection. In 2015, 
Pastores will be obtaining a BFA in Traditional Art.

 Mirabel Wigon graduated Spring 2014 from CSU East 
Bay with a BFA in Fine Arts. Her current work emphasizes spiritu-
al investigation, iconographic imagery, and surreal worlds. This is 
shown through vivid imagery, intense colors, and the juxtaposition 
of the human form against a surreal backdrop.

 Charles Williams is a visual artist and dancer from Mil-
pitas, CA. He currently resides in Tracy, CA, and is finishing his 
BFA in Traditional Arts at California State University, East Bay. 
Williams is interested in the vernacular of the human body and 
the evoking of emotions through movement.
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Beatriz Alvarez is a junior majoring in English with an option in 
Creative Writing. She lists family, music, and Edgar Allan Poe as 
her cure to writer’s block. She is a native Californian with her two 
favorite cities being Los Angeles and San Francisco.

Dale Bass is an English undergraduate at CSU East Bay with an 
option in Creative Writing. He was born in San Diego.

After many years longing for a college degree, Mary Bird finally 
got her B.A. in English from CSUEB in 2010.  As an undergradu-
ate, an unexpected first prize in creative nonfiction proved thrill-
ing, as was her selection later for a literary conference. Since then 
she has been studying here for her M.A., also in English.  She is 
happiest while luxuriating in words. 

Casey Cantrell is a first-year graduate student in the English 
Master’s program at Cal State University, East Bay. He is part of 
the editorial teams for Arroyo Literary Review and Occam’s Razor. 
This is his first creative publication. He currently resides in Oak-
land, California.

Luis Guilin is the editor of Occam’s Razor, and worked on the 
staff of CSU East Bay’s literary magazine Arroyo Literary Review 
as well. He is a senior getting his degree in English Literature with 
a minor in Creative Writing. He hopes to have a career in editorial 
work after he graduates.

Katy Hake is originally from Sacramento with a brother, dad, and  
very supportive mother.  She is finishing up her last quarter at Cal 
State East Bay to get her Bachelor’s degree in English. She is a 
twenty three year old who loves dogs, the outdoors, and fitness.

Allen Jang majors in English, the least Asian of all subjects. He 
currently resides in Fremont, California, where he spends his time 
drawing, listening to music, and thinking about writing.
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Katelyn Lucas is a Hayward native who has represented the Bay 
Area since 2010 at multiple National Poetry Slam events. In 2014, 
Katelyn had her television debut as a featured poet on the cable 
television show Verses and Flow. Her work was recently published 
in Write Bloody Press’ Learn Then Burn II, an anthology of contem-
porary poetry that has found a home in classrooms from Chicago 
to Mongolia.

Darlene Martinez received a Bachelor’s degree in English at 
CSUEB. She will graduate with a master’s degree this winter. 
Currently, she is a caretaker for her family. Past work experience 
includes positions at Alameda County Juvenile Hall, Oakland 
Housing Authority, and the U.S. Marine Corps.

Katherine Matuszak is a senior at Cal State East Bay complet-
ing her B.A. in English Creative Writing. She currently works as 
Associate Editor and contributing writer for 65°, 57° and Up.St.
ART Annapolis magazines.

Jennifer Naslund graduated Winter 2015 from CSU East Bay 
with a Bachelor of Arts in English, Creative Writing Option, and 
a Minor in Marketing. Upon completing her education, Jennifer 
accepted a job at a tech start-up in the Bay Area. She currently 
resides in Hayward, working by day and writing by night.

Carmen Navarro-Perez is a first-generation San Franciscan, 
born to a Mexican father and a Guatemalan mother. Carmen 
currently lives in Oakland and enjoys spending time outdoors but 
usually in the shade. Carmen is an avid reader as well as a true 
lover of cheese and potatoes.

Aurora Ramos is a third year at CSU East Bay and is majoring 
in English with an option in Creative Writing and a minor in So-
ciology. She plans to pursue a teaching career after graduation.

Peter Reinke was full of ideas until he popped in 2009. He’s 
been picking them up and putting them to paper ever since. He’s 
currently writing a string of first chapters to unwritten novels, 
frustrating friends and readers. He studied English and graduated 
from CSUEB in 2015.

Daniel Riddle Rodriguez’s real name is Daniel Riddle Ro-
driguez. He is a full-time student and father from San Lorenzo, 

California, where he lives with his son. Previous and forthcoming 
publications include Juked, Prairie Schooner, Gulf Stream Maga-
zine, Fourteen Hills, and The Ampersand Review. He is thrilled to 
be here.

Trevor Ruth is an undergraduate student at Cal State East 
Bay, looking to obtain his degree in Creative Writing. He has been 
published in five previous anthologies and continues to write short 
fiction and poetry but hopes to work on a novel soon.

Muhammad Shareef is an English major with an emphasis in 
Creative Writing. He discovered his love for reading and writing 
in high school, when he figured out that he could create his own 
world through literature. Shareef enjoys writing both fiction and 
nonfiction. He works hard in hopes that one day his work will get 
published.

Stacie Tomita is a graduate student at CSU East Bay. Born and 
raised on the island of Oahu, she has enjoyed living in the Bay 
Area for the last nine years.

Catherine Wolff grew up in Westlake Village, California.  She 
received her B.A. in English with a minor in Theatre from Sonoma 
State University and is completing her M.A. in English at CSUEB.  
She is a freelance writer and comedian and lives with her husband 
and daughter in the Bay Area.
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About the Cover

 Inspired by foreign lands, a bright, bold color palette, and 
a mix of Spanish and Arabic culture, this issue’s cover features a 
portrait by Santa Barbara based artist Deanna Graves.  Deanna 
Graves is a painter and illustrator working primarily in acrylic, 
watercolor, raw pigment, ink and bleach. In addition to receiving 
her BA in Art Studio at UCSB, Deanna attended the Academy of 
Fine Art in Granada, Spain, for a year. 
 Deanna is currently based out of Santa Barbara and works 
primarily in commissioning pieces and painting live at various fes-
tivals and events. You can see more of her work at deannagrave 
sart.com & facebook.com/deannagravesart.
 This particular piece was constructed entirely by hand. 
With pigment purchased in Marrakesh, Morocco, at a local mar-
ket, the acrylic paint was made from scratch—mixing in raw 
pigment, egg yolk, acrylic resin, and other ingredients—to provide 
the intended viscosity and texture.  The canvas material was pur-
chased in a small market in Granada, Spain, and stretched over a 
hand-built frame. 
 The girl in the portrait is named “Erica.” This painting is 
one of a series that plays with escapism, illusion and fantasy. 
The series represents a feeling of momentum that is powerful yet 
fleeting, significant yet momentary, and passes by in an instance. 
Anyone who has had a short-lived experience weigh heavily on 
their lives may find themselves just as curious. “Erica” is an ode 
to memory and how it can shape the human experience entirely 
independent of time and chronology. 
 Deanna’s artwork was contributed in cooperation with The 
Will Rise Project. A creative collective founded in Santa Barbara, 
The Will Rise Project promotes local artists and strives to create a 
unique and lasting brand.


