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editor's note
dEAr rEAdErS,

Over thirty years of Occam’s Razor, and the magazine is still 
evolving. This year is the first to feature an interview. Cal State 
East Bay alumna and Steinbeck Fellow Candace Eros Díaz was 
generous enough to share her thoughts on writing and the 
importance of her undergraduate experience with her alma 
mater. Also, due to the success of including flash fiction and 
nonfiction in last year’s issue, flash has become an official 
competition. Despite being confined to 1,000 words, this year’s 
flash winners exemplify the boundless capabilities of the genre. 
The aesthetics of the magazine are progressing, too. Design 
editor Allen Jang went to great lengths to update the design with 
modern typefaces and a stunning new logo.

The direction and quality of Issue Thirty-Three would not 
be possible without the tireless efforts of the writers who 
submitted their work, and the faculty advisors who donated 
their time to organizing the contests; many thanks to all of our 
talented authors and to Professor Jacqueline Doyle, Professor 
Steve Gutierrez, Professor Susan Gubernat, and retired Professor 
Donald Markos.

Last, but most certainly not least, I would like to thank my 
hardworking staff who sacrificed several long days to proof, 
polish, and organize the magazine. Thank you to Allen Jang 
for your design expertise; thank you to Carmen Navarro-Perez 
and Zaira Castro for keeping us organized; thank you to 
Emilie White and Fordy Shoor for your poetic prowess; thank 
you to Cory Bennet for your insightful interview; thank you 
to Aurora Ramos for your artistic aptitude; thank you to 
Wendy Medina for updating our website and developing our 
promotional material; thank you to Homa Khugyani for ensuring 
that next year will be a success; thank you to Casey Cantrell for 
your valuable advice; and thank you to Beatriz Alvarez for 
being my second-in-command, and for being there whenever I 
needed you.

SincErELy,

Luis Guilin, Editor
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Aurora Ramos

thE night door: LA puErtA dE LA nochE

ITTLE MAYRA LIVED in ignorance, but she never learned what 
bliss really meant. Knowledge was always creeping around the 
edges, and if she examined the corners of her sight closely, she 

was able to see where the image was peeling off and the night peeked 
out. Sometimes it smiled, other times it grimaced, but mostly it just 
blinked and stared back, caught unawares. Then she’d blink and 
forget where she was looking, resuming whatever task was at hand. 
Sometimes it was homework but mostly it was just chores, each day’s 
routine engraved onto her tiny skull in tinier, neat handwriting. Her 
mother had made sure of that.

MAMA LARA DIDN’T live in ignorance, but she sure wished 
she did. Maybe, as a bonus, bliss would happen to tag along, and 
she’d be rid of her migraines that haunted her todas las noches. Her 
restless brain kept her up, poking her with reminders of errands to 
run, family to call, money to send, hours to work, and even more 
money to send back home. In the past, when Mayra was a baby, Mama 
Lara had gotten up and watched her niña, her little treasure, her tiny 
dove, lie fast asleep. Her toy eyelashes would flutter with dreams, 
and her bulb nose would occasionally twitch as she breathed. Mama 
Lara would sit on the armchair and lean on the crib’s railing, dozing 
off until her head nodded, waking her. Then she’d kiss her middle 
and index fingers, and place the kiss on Mayra’s nose, her bracelets 
making a slight jingle sound as her slender arm shifted. This was 
her lullaby.

MOM WAS THE BEST, Little Mayra thought. She wrote about her 
all the time for homework, stories, and role model presentations. She 
tried her best not to stare, as her mom had told her, but she couldn’t 

L
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woe or gleeful gossip. Or both. Grieving seemed to transform into 
gossip much too frequently in her family. Especially when it 
concerned her.

She sometimes worried about Mayra, though, because the little 
creature was just too observant for her own good. On their bus rides 
back from preschool, Mama Lara had noticed Mayra staring out the 
window, unblinking, trying to reel in and swallow whole streets 
with her big brown eyes. Telephone poles, tiny dogs, bright yellow 
fire hydrants, fancy cars, even people, would become entrapped in 
her eyes, each thing reflected so clearly in its fraction-of-a-second 
moment of fame. Mama Lara had even caught Mayra staring at her 
once or twice, boring through her and sometimes, just sometimes, 
she’d fear that the child was seeing right through her. That she knew 
something she shouldn’t. Or worse, that she was thinking she knew 
something she really shouldn’t. So she gave her some distractions. 
She taught her how to sweep and wash, how to squeeze the dirty 
water out of the mop correctly, how to clean her shoes, how to dust 
the top of the armoire, even how to patch her own clothes and make 
her own tortas for lunch. This whole process took some years, of 
course, but luckily, obedient Mayra soaked everything up like a 
sponge. Besides, it helped ease her conscience and wallet. Mayra 
was able to take care of herself whenever she went to work, so she 
didn’t need a babysitter.

NIGHTS WERE THE WORST. Little Mayra had always been scared 
of the dark. She’d silently begged her mom to stay every once in a 
while, but knew what she did was important so she never voiced it 
louder than a whispered prayer at night. The scary stories that Mr. 
Henderson was having them read for homework (because it was 
almost Halloween) weren’t helping very much. When reading, she’d 
cover the top half of the pages, the parts with drawings, and just 
read through the bottom. When flipping the page, she’d shut her 
eyes and slam her hand on whatever place felt like the top of a page. 
Then she’d slowly open her eyes and adjust her hand, read, and 
repeat this long process once more. Her friend Sammy always made 
fun of her about this. One day during recess, Sammy had tried to 
talk to her about a new scary story she’d heard about.

help it. Most times she stared to learn. To learn how to give money 
to the cashier-person. How to grab onto the metal pole to keep from 
falling in the bus. How to tie her hair. How to set down a cup with-
out making much noise. Sometimes she thought she saw Mama Lara 
smile. Sometimes she just looked to see if Mama Lara would look 
back, but that hardly happened.

As Mayra grew up, Mama Lara stopped watching her at night, 
noting that as time passed, Mayra grew and changed so much that 
surely, she too, was already changing and growing older. She’d pinch 
the skin on her wrists, frowning. Soon, she started wearing long 
sleeves. Mama Lara sometimes wondered how long it would take 
for her to decompose and transform into those demure, old, metiche 
ladies at the front of the church, and if Mayra would keep on grow-
ing and growing until her limbs were as long as the trees were tall.

She wondered when Mayra would grow taller than her, when little 
Mayra would be fed up with her and leave. Or worse yet, talk back. 
She tried to focus on other things.

She eventually found a better paying job than ironing dresses, one 
that kept her from having nightmares at night because she simply 
had to work at night. It wasn’t the most glamorous, but it provided. 
She lied and told her mother that she worked as a secretary, some-
thing she had studied for back home. She most certainly didn’t tell 
her daughter, either, because how was she supposed to tell her to 
focus on studying for a good and respectable job when hers was 
anything but? That would make her even bigger of a hipócrita. What 
she didn’t know would never hurt her, and besides, it wasn’t that bad 
on most nights. She was just Lara, a mesera, a waitress, someone who 
brought usually hard-working men their drinks on the nights they 
needed it the most. Usually.

Occasionally there’d be a punk or two, que se pasan, but Mark 
would always swoop in and politely escort them back onto the 
cold pavement outside. It only happened once every few weeks, but 
Mark would make her take a break in the staff room and give her 
a serious pep talk. How it came with the territory. How it was all 
a matter of not letting it get to your head. All in all a pretty decent 
job, but telling the word “bar” to your conservative mother or your 
chismosa cousin would send them spinning down the street in 



4 / Occam's  Razor  Occam's  Razor /  5

Ramos

“Hey, May!” Mayra would respond late whenever she was called 
by her “nickname” that their kindergarten teacher had given her 
on the first day of school. She learned to just accept whatever name 
they’d give her, May, Maria, Maya. She knew who she was. It just took 
a while.

“Yeah?” she stopped punching the tetherball.
“You wanna hear about a new story? This one’s cooooooler,” Sam-

my always thought everything had to be cool. “My brother told me 
about it.”

“What’s it about?” Sammy’s brother was nice. He’d sometimes 
come to pick Sammy up, and would walk together with the two of 
them, talking at them while chewing gum. Sometimes the bubbles 
he blew would grow so big, she’d imagine tying a string to them 
and floating off. Then maybe she wouldn’t be so afraid of heights, 
because she’d be like a bird. His stories must be nice, then, because 
he was nice.

“It’s about a little girl who gets eaten by El Coco,” Sammy declared 
it, almost like she was.

“That’s not a story,” Mayra said.
“Sure it is, my brother said so. He said, he said, that if you behave 

badly, it jumps in and grabs you and eats you. It’s real!”
“That’s just a story, then,” Mayra backtracked, “it’s not real.”

MARK HAD MENTIONED that they were having a party tonight, 
to celebrate the bar’s 10th anniversary. Drinks would be offered at 
a cheaper price, so more borrachos were likely to come. That, or it’d 
be just like usual. Once you’d reached a certain point, you didn’t 
care about how much it cost. She didn’t care, so long as the tips kept 
coming. Maybe if the drinks were cheaper her customers would leave 
a larger tip.

She was opening her closet as she thought of this. A shiny thing 
caught her eye, and she reached for it. It was a skirt, one that her 
coworker Kate had given her for her birthday once. To reel in more 
customers, she’d said, before shoving the gift bag into her arms. Lara 
ran her fingers through the rough and glittery fabric, rubbing the 
skirt between her fingers. She thought about it for a second or two, 
then shook her head. She wasn’t that desperate. She grabbed the one 

behind it, and got dressed.

“MAKE SURE THAT the stove is off, okay?”
“Okay.”
“And go to sleep early, okay? Te friegas if you wake up tired.”
“Okay.”
“And don’t watch more TV, okay? You’re gonna go blind then look 

fea with glasses.”
“Okay.”
“Make sure the door is closed, okay? Bye, love you.” Kiss. She 

stepped into the night and shut the door. Two clicks, then silence.
“Bye Ma.” Little Mayra didn’t know why she still said this, but 

it didn’t feel complete if she didn’t say her goodbye, too. She spun 
on her toes and walked back to the living room, searching for the 
remote. After minutes of searching, she found it (and some quarters 
and hair) under the couch and turned the small TV on, sinking into 
the cushions. The Spanish news was on, like usual, and she stared at 
the TV, already resigned. They didn’t have cable, so there weren’t any 
cartoons. But sometimes, during the commercials, they’d announce 
a new movie, and she’d glue her eyes onto the screen, absorbing the 
ad like it was the actual film itself. Besides, she got to learn some 
Spanish too, which her mom always told her to do ever since she’d 
started school five years ago. So she was technically doing this for 
her own good.

She’d started getting into the news, when she remembered she 
hadn’t started her homework for Mr. Henderson. And she really 
didn’t want to miss recess again. Sammy would make fun of her for 
sure. With a sigh, she pushed herself from the couch and dragged 
herself to the dining table. She grabbed the reading book and 
started searching for the story in the table of contents. Little Mayra 
paused.

It was so unusual, so quiet, that she hardly heard it at first. Then it 
came back, a bit louder, a bit more insistent.

A knock on the door.

“AWWWW, LARA! You didn’t put the skirt on! If you didn’t work 
at a bar, I’d swear you were a pinche monja or something,” Kate 
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cackled, opening the door. “Mark is still on his way, but he told us 
to set up and shit.” Kate looked unnaturally tall today. Lara looked 
down, and saw that Kate had six-inch, sleek black heels on today. 
She wished that she could wear those and pull them off so effort-
lessly like Kate, but she wasn’t as young anymore. Kate was barely 
26, and still had all the charms that Lara had lost all those years ago. 
Lara was approaching her 40’s, and she’d started bracing herself for 
reality to slap her in the face.

She glanced around. The small, dingy hall looked its usual best. 
The black floors looked hardly mopped, like usual. The chairs were 
already set around the tables, and the silver and purple balloons, the 
only novelty, were already tied onto everything they could be tied 
onto: chairs, table legs, napkin holders, even the cash register. “But 
it’s already set, no?”

Kate rolled her eyes, “Well, duh. He just said to turn on the music. 
That’s a lot, you know.”

“Are Lupe and Ana coming?” Lara shrugged off her thin denim 
jacket.

“Mmmm...yes. I think so. There’s gonna be a lot of borrachos to-
day, so they have to. I think Mark also talked about hiring some new 
dude or something. You know, in case things get shitty,” Kate brought 
out a cigarette pack, “quieres?”

“Nah, Mayra doesn’t like the smell. They told her at school that the 
smell can give her cancer.” Mama Lara reached for her apron and 
slipped it on. “Can you help me tie this?”

Kate reached for Lara’s back and deftly tied a double knot. “You 
know, I think that’s pretty cool. You taking care of your daughter, I 
mean. Don’t you have anyone to help you, though? Like your mom 
or...”

Lara cut her off. “No. No one’s here. They’re all back in Houston. I 
told you, I’m the only one that moved out here to Los Angeles.”

“Well, I’m just sayin’, if there’s anyone that can help you, free, I 
think it’d be good,” Kate paused, “not just for Mayra. For you.”

“She’s fine. I’m fine. We’re okay, you know. Mayra can take care of 
herself now,” she said.

“What is she, ten?” She blew smoke into Lara’s face, grinning. 
“She’s not a robot.” She knew she was right. Mayra was too young. 

Lara blushed.
“Nine,” Lara headed to the register. “Hey, stop chatting and help 

me count this. We have to make sure we have enough change.”
Kate hurried over. “Oh shit, I forgot he said that.”
“You always do.”

LITTLE MAYRA DIDN’T feel little enough. She’d turned off the 
TV, the lights, and closed the windows, like her mom had taught 
her to.

She really wished she could remember her mom’s work number 
again. But the numbers had fallen out of her mind’s grasp and had 
scattered all over the carpet. Now that it was dark, there was no 
chance she could remember them. All that she could remember were 
Sammy’s stories. Sammy’s stupid stories.

It’d been easy to deny it during recess, because it was day and there 
were lunch ladies around and it was school. But now, it was night, 
Mom wasn’t here, and she was at home. Anything could happen at 
home.

Tap-tap-tap.
She thought of Mr. Henderson’s homework, Sammy and El Coco. 

Her mom had told her about him, too, but had called it El Cucuy. It 
had happened that one time when she’d refused to eat the beans on 
her plate, and Mom had gotten angry. Somehow, the fact that her 
mom had mentioned it made it all worse. Her stomach dropped. 
Mom was right. Mom was always right.

Why couldn’t she be wrong for once?
Why couldn’t she miss work for once?
Why was there still knocking?
She curled up into the cushions, hoping to get lost like the count-

less strands of hair that littered the floor. Then maybe, just maybe, 
only mom would find her, just like only she’d found the remote.

When was the last time that they had played hide-and-seek?
Thump-thump.

“YOU SURE YOU don’t want one? It’s on the hooooouuuuuuuse.” 
This time, the laughter wasn’t coming from Kate, but from Mark. 
Professional-serious-boss Mark that never smiled at anyone, not even 
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her. Which was unusual. Even more unusual was the fact that it fit 
him. What a weird gringo.

“No thanks, Mark. I’m almost finished.” And she was. All in all, 
it’d been a successful night. The customers seemed to have had more 
money than usual that they were willing to spend, and some had 
even given her twenty dollar tips. She was just sweeping some glass 
shards off the floor, and was already bitterly thinking of taking off 
her 2-inch heels. Compared to Kate, who was still dancing in her 
six-inch heels over by the register, it was nothing. But it still hurt.

“You sure? It won’t come out of your check, I swear.” Some beer 
sloshed onto the floor.

“I’m okay. I have to walk home.” She stared at the dark-yellow 
drink, mesmerized. She shook her head. She needed sleep. It was 
already 4 a.m.

“I can call a taxi. Also on the house.” Mark was feeling very 
generous today (probably because it’d been a full house, Lara 
mused). “Besides, it’s dangerous for a lady to walk at night.”

“Yeah! Don’t be a monja! Your daughter is probably asleep, too. 
So she won’t see anything.” Kate had scurried over, her long, black 
curly hair bouncing as she nodded in agreement with herself.

“You deserve a break. Seriously.” This time, Mark was a bit more 
like his usual self. His usual let’s-cut-down-to-business self. He 
handed her a Corona.

A break.
A break?
When was the last time that she had drunk a beer?
She thought of a flouncy, cheap white dress and a box of Coronas. 

She could see her family, faces set into their brown, wrinkly molds, 
covered by hats and umbrellas. The hot Texas sun reflecting off of 
rental chairs. Sprinklers in the distance. She heard the muffled sound 
of banda music pouring out of the pickup truck’s open door.

She saw his hand, his strong dark hand clasping another 
smaller, yet equally dark hand, hers, almost tenderly, if she made 
herself believe so. She felt his eyes watching her, the dark, black 
eyes that she’d fondly called the night, la noche. That same night 
that, as sure as the sun rises, is set to fade away into the corners of 
the earth.

She’d welcomed the night then. Now, she impatiently waited for 
daylight. The warmth, the soothing calm, the safety, the mindless-
ness of it all. She tasted the taste of bliss, so freeing, so unfamiliar.

“You’re right.”
Liquid sunshine poured through her lips.

SHE’D STOPPED TRYING to pick up the numbers. She’d stopped 
shaking, stopped crying, stopped using the new curse word she’d 
heard at school, because none of it worked. Nothing worked. She 
didn’t even try mentally crying for her mother either, because she 
knew it wouldn’t work. Little Mayra had gotten up, and despite her 
mother’s wishes, opened the door. There was nothing there.

Nothing but the night, la noche, which greeted her with open, 
knowing arms.

Then it swallowed her whole.
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Pair of panties is key to 
     Making a bad day better.
          At the theater,
I alone understand the slang 
     In In the Heights. My
          Roommate’s father
Works for Microsoft. 
     The girls in yoga pants
          And sports bras get in line
For the salad bar
     And I wonder more than
          Once if they appreciate their broccoli
For more than its health benefits. 
     My roommate hears me 
On the phone speaking
     Spanish to a friend.
She tells me it sounds amazing.
     If only she knew
          Everything is more 
Beautiful in Spanish.
     That being
          Said, I love you
And te amo always
     Sound just the same. I 
          Find best friends and 
Explain to one that we don’t
     Have Bloomingdale’s or
          Mansions with columns
Where I come from. The
     Other jokes, You should change
          Your last name to Blanca. 
I smile, tell him, You missed
     Twenty years of white girl jokes.
          Shame. You would have enjoyed it.

codE-SWitching

Emilie White

after Yusef Komunyakaa

You gringa,
     The names they call me echoing.
          Don’t belong.
Our principal buys
     Underwear found on the
         Discount rack for the boy
Who can’t afford any. In 
     Science class, I 
          Realize tormenta sounds like
The crack of broken hearts.
     Years later, my boyfriend’s
          Father receives
Dual knee replacements after
     Forty years berry-picking.
          His son misses a week of
School to sit in the 
     Dark hospital and
          Translate. When I 
Leave for my private college
     A friend slaves in
          The lettuce eleven hours five 
Days a week so he
     Can go to class for the 
          Other two. Freshman year
Is the first time Gringa
     Is not the minority.
          A friend says a fancy
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A smile. “Katrina!” Of course it was. 
She rearranged her stiff limbs with some difficulty as I adjusted 

the hospital bed. Her eyes were wide now, and starry, like a child’s. 
She reached over to touch my pregnant belly and asked, “Did you see 
the doctor yesterday? How is the baby?”

“The doctor says he looks perfect.”
“It’s a boy!” She squealed, pressing her arthritic hands together.
“Yes. We are going to call him Charlie.”
She hummed the name to herself, “Charlie, Charlie, Charlie,” and 

gazed affectionately at my tangible bump. We spent the rest of the 
afternoon discussing the family’s good news. That summer, each 
of my cousins had hit some kind of stride. There was a wedding, 
a college graduation, several career promotions. One cousin front-
ed a cover band that developed a wild cult following. Even my life 
was something to talk about; I was enrolled in grad school, happily 
married, with my first child on the way.

Grandma took my hand and squeezed. “I couldn’t be more proud.” 
We both knew how much had been overcome. My mother, Karen, 
was an abusive addict who I spent my childhood trying to rescue. 
My grandmother blamed herself for my mother’s malignity and 
narcissism, so she tried to intervene. Despite both of our efforts, 
Karen ruined everything she could get her hands on, including 
my self-esteem and Marjorie’s credit score. I finally escaped, 
blocked my mom’s number, moved to an undisclosed address, 
built a life. Marjorie kept my secrets. Only then, while beaming, did 
Grandma’s wrinkles show.

“You are all smiles today,” I observed. 
She looked out the window at a grim and flowerless grey patio, 

but saw something else. “Just look around us. The grass is so green 
everywhere. Whatever we want, let’s go for it!” Outside the nursing 
home every California lawn was beige with drought, but I wasn’t 
about to spoil her metaphor. She glanced back at me, her eyes near-
ly mischievous. Infectious enthusiasm lit up the pink paint on the 
cinderblock walls. I fought the sudden urge to break her out of 
there, to pop her out of bed and into a wheelchair, to fly down the 
hall and out the door. In my fantasy, her red 1930 Whippet would 
be waiting in the parking lot. She would drive the way she used to 

MEMoriAL potLuck

Katrina Wedding

ARJORIE GLADYS Hedenland Knutsen died on the tenth of 
September 2015, just shy of her one-hundred-and-first birth-
day. Three months prior, she was bedridden in a nursing 

home, but in the highest spirits I had seen in years. It was Saturday 
afternoon, so I snuggled an uncomfortable plastic chair up to the 
head of her bed, sat down, and woke her softly, like always.

“Grandma.”
Her narrow neck twitched. Each week, I imagined I could 

recognize her shrinking. I was used to her fat. A full-figured, 
buxom Swede, my grandmother had only been skinny once in her 
life. When my mother was about thirteen, and certainly up to no 
good, a doctor prescribed my grandmother an amphetamine-based 
antidepressant. In those old photographs, Marjorie resembled the 
spindle of mercury in a thermometer, with a mercurial countenance 
to match. The worst was a silver photo where she glowered, eyes 
darkened by vehement circles, over my mother’s birthday cake. As 
a child, the photo frightened me. That was not my Marjorie.

“Grandma,” I sing-songed again.
It was summer, so the blankets were cast off. She wore the same 

polyester pants and faded floral blouse that I had seen a thousand 
times, literally, because she hadn’t bought new clothes in twenty 
years. Thin white hairs stuck to the pillow in wispy tendrils and 
impish mats. Deep sleep accentuated her smooth, blushing skin. 
Hardly a wrinkle. Miraculous. Her roommate, even the nurses, 
complained out of girlish jealousy. She was so terribly old, but her 
skin was tricky, suggesting a perpetual freshness easily confused 
with everlasting life.

She stirred, blinked her grey eyes open. “Who is it?”
“It’s Katrina.”
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as a girl, recklessly. We could go anywhere she wanted. For one 
instant, I believed.

IN THE MONTHS that followed Marjorie’s grass-green day, she 
declined by increments. Eventually I was visiting every evening, not 
just Saturday afternoons, because she stopped eating and refused 
intravenous supplements. Hospice nurses, elusive as ancestral 
spirits, were supposedly managing her pain. When she begged for 
water, I was allowed to feed her ice chips from a Dixie cup with 
a sample-sized plastic spoon. Sometimes she would sleep through 
my visits. Sometimes she couldn’t see or hear me and lay moaning 
with her eyes open. Other times she would wake up to meet my 
eyes and hold a conversation that felt more like a snakebite. 

Sometime in August, as days grew noticeably shorter, I hud-
dled bedside. Marjorie’s perfect skin had thinned, just masking her 
bones, like white linen draped throughout an abandoned house. She 
survived far longer than the doctors or the hospice nurses 
predicted, stretching herself across months of pendulum swings. 
Days when she couldn’t talk and could only cry out in pain, I 
longed for her swift death. Days when she was able to form thoughts 
and words, I fumbled desperately for something to say, something 
to bring her back to me. On such a day, I tried to rejuvenate her 
with talk about the baby.

“Charlie’s due date is Thanksgiving. He might be born a few 
days late, on your birthday. Wouldn’t that be something?”

“Oh no, no, no,” she whined. 
I instantly regretted saying it. Honestly, I shared her apprehen-

sion. The twenty-ninth of November was a complicated day in 
our family. Years ago, trapped with an abusive husband, Marjorie 
sought escape from a perilous cycle. My grandfather, Albert, drank, 
cheated, and beat his wife. Each time she threatened to leave him, 
he had her committed to a mental institution. She would return, 
mollified by shock treatments, her memory erased. On the verge 
of thirty-six, she was carrying a child for the fourth time, one she 
couldn’t remember conceiving. Dark memories resurfaced. With 
her birthday fast approaching, cautioning a lifetime of torment, 
Marjorie attempted suicide. She drank iodine. My mother was born, 

premature, on my grandmother’s birthday. They shared that day 
always, survivors knit together by an act of violent desperation, 
less mother and daughter than psychologically conjoined twins.

“Maybe he will be born even later than that, in December,” I 
offered, an attempt to correct my mistake, to cheer her. “You will be 
one-hundred-and-one by then!”

“I won’t be here, you know,” she muttered.
“What do you mean, Grandma?”
“I won’t be here for you, for him,” she pointed feebly toward my 

belly, “for Charlie.”
The unsolicited truth. 
But we need you, I wanted to say. 
And said nothing, respecting what seemed to be a decision she 

had made. I wanted to curl up beside her in the hospital bed, like 
a three-year-old. Instead, I took her hand, pulsing with my own: 
Please. Don’t. Leave.

THERE WAS NO formal funeral service. On October eleventh, a 
month after her death, the family met at Uncle Ron’s house to share 
food and memories. Marjorie would have approved. I brought a 
cake, her recipe, vinegary dark chocolate ribboned with cream 
cheese filling and frosted with ganache. I also brought a book for 
people to write in, to record stories about her. The book was a 
cousin’s idea, but I ended up making it, and keeping it. Even now I 
am Marjorie’s annalist.

Seized upon at the door, I was the chum to their sharks. The 
family rained out compliments: oh how slender, beautiful, glowing! 
And expressions of gratitude: oh how difficult, with her every day, there 
until the end. They pressed in with well-meant kisses, arms, and 
hands. Instantly, I required space. My husband and I hurried past 
Marjorie’s ashes on the fireplace hearth and the coffee table littered 
with photographs, into the empty dining room. There, I claimed 
a seat that faced the wall. The tears would come. At the other end 
of the house, my mother kept her distance. I knew that she could 
scent my arrival, like blood in the tide.

“I’LL NEVER LET YOU GO!” my mother used to shout, grab us, 
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and constrict. The phrase was supposed to be playful—joke dialogue 
borrowed from a poorly translated Russian animated film that my 
sister was so obsessed with she wore out the tape. No matter how 
much my mother laughed, the words struck me as sinister. Karen 
would chase us around the house playing “Mommy Monster,” which 
was an excuse to howl and gnash her teeth, to hiss that we weren’t 
daughters at all, just disgusting little pigs. Eventually she would 
catch us and growl that whatever nasty thing we had coming, we 
deserved it. Later she would chuckle as we wiped our eyes. “It’s only 
a game,” she would say.

In The Runaway Bunny, the only children’s book she ever seemed 
to read to us, a young rabbit imagines several creative ways to leave 
home. He turns into a fish, a rock, a flower, but the mother rabbit 
refuses to let him go, becoming a fisherman, a mountain climber, 
a gardener. Eventually, the bunny gives up, conceding no escape. 
The message was foreboding. Children were something to be con-
tained, possessed. The ending nibbled away at my stomach, a little 
more each time she read.

At eighteen, I packed my clothes, determined to move in with a 
boyfriend. Karen charged into the room with the speed and ferocity 
of ten thousand mother rabbits. She turned over furniture, hurled me 
into the closet, and released flurries of t-shirts from inverted garbage 
bags. In moments, her hands were around my throat, clawing and 
clenching at the same time. Her face turned the color of radishes. 
Her mascara rippled outward in rings, like wet clown makeup. “You 
don’t walk away from me,” she frothed, “not after all I’ve done.” 

She was right. Although I disentangled myself that day and left, 
three years later I was back. I hung on, an adult living at home, 
while my mother manipulated redundant doctors for redundant 
benzodiazepine prescriptions. She peeled one day from the next, 
enthroned in a recliner, hollering demands in slurred speech. When 
she started to stash vodka in the garage and in bushes outside, she 
could barely stumble to those hiding places without falling. The 
alcohol, compounded by unregulated doses of Valium, Klonopin, 
and Xanax, caused ataxia that inhibited her motor skills. Soon I 
was washing shit stains out of her pants and mopping vomit off 
the floor. She was so frequently unconscious when I returned home 

from work that the response became mechanical: call ambulance, 
follow to hospital, receive lecture from emergency room doctor. They 
all told me that she would die if she kept it up, but she didn’t die. 
My father spent twice as much money on rehab programs for her 
than I borrowed in student loans, but she never stayed clean.

When my parents finally divorced I was relieved. However, 
after an onslaught of sniveling phone calls from Karen, I moved 
into her single room apartment to serve as cook, cleaning woman, 
and caretaker. Chasing benzos with vodka caused permanent brain 
damage, so even when she was sober she struggled with day-to-day 
normalcy. The lasting effects also made it difficult to detect when 
she started using again, but before long it was obvious. I came 
home from work to seven empty Nyquil bottles and scattered 
puddles of unsettling green vomit. The following day I confronted 
her, but communication seemed impossible. There was nothing 
human reciprocated by that slack-eyed stare. I filled a laundry 
basket with my things and walked out. At the top of the outdoor 
stairwell, I felt a furious shove. My fall down the flight of stone 
steps was broken somewhat by the splintering laundry basket and 
its softer contents.

“Fuck you, you worthless piece of shit!” Karen wailed, and 
stumbled back to her apartment. No bones were broken, but my 
knees are still scarred.

 
IN THE KITCHEN at Uncle Ron’s house, everyone was roman- 

ticizing Marjorie. I didn’t mind. My cousins shared their fond 
memories over potato salad. Grandma’s bedtime songs, her skill 
at playing organ or piano, her festive Christmas decorations, her 
cranberry sauce. I loved her as much as anybody there, maybe 
more. I embraced her flaws. In her later years, when I knew her, my 
grandmother was a recluse. Relations with her siblings and friends 
faded to vague correspondences, and once in a while, one of 
them would die. Any new possibilities were subtly rebuffed. She 
kept to her small apartment. She chatted with checkout clerks at the 
local Albertsons, but superficially. She rarely entertained visitors, 
although she welcomed her grandchildren. The rest were adults 
with busy lives when my sister and I were fixtures in her home. 
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She picked us up from school and fed us dinner regularly. We 
stayed over on weekends. By the time I was five, I could dial my 
grandmother on the telephone and ask for rescue when my 
parents were fighting. My sister and I built Lego metropolises while 
Marjorie ate tomato sandwiches and watched Oprah. She taught 
us how to cook, how to sew, how to choose ripe cantaloupes and 
avocados, how to make the most of coin-operated laundry facilities. 
Each summer, she strolled us through the grounds of her apartment 
complex, along walkways strewn with the feathery crimson petals 
of crepe myrtle trees, to the swimming pool. She preferred the 
hours when no one was there. While my sister and I swam, the pool 
to ourselves, Marjorie sat umbrellaed like an empress of the shade, 
sipping iced tea. Her aloofness was comforting. It meant we were 
okay on our own. We needn’t depend on anyone else.

Aunt Adele eyed me coolly as I brought a cracker to my lips. 
“How much weight have you gained during your pregnancy, 

Katrina?”
“Twenty-five pounds,” I answered, and put the cracker down.
“Don’t gain anymore!” she yelped, giving my shoulders a firm 

pinch.
“You look beautiful. Don’t listen to my mother,” my cousin Kassia 

chimed in. She hadn’t announced it yet, but she was three months 
pregnant with her fourth child at the time. “I gained thirty-five 
pounds with Angela and the weight came right off.”

“I gained sixty pounds when I was pregnant with you,” someone 
grumbled over my shoulder. It was my mother’s voice, struggling 
against drug-induced incomprehensibility. She had found me at last. 
I hastily excused myself from the kitchen. 

MARJORIE AND ALBERT married and divorced each other more 
than once. The photo albums and loose photos scattered across 
Uncle Ron’s coffee table told the story. Black and white: together, 
apart. Color: together, apart. Albert always had other women, even 
several on the side when he and Marjorie were together. My grand-
mother never cheated. She never dated anyone when she was on 
her own. Men, even nice men, could show interest, but she denied 
them all. When I was old enough, I wondered what her standards 

were, if no one besides Albert could meet them.
In 1982, Marjorie left Albert for the last time. I was the reason, or 

my mother was, depending on the point of view. My grandparents 
were technically divorced, but living together in a condo thirty min-
utes from my parents’ house. Marjorie came home to my mother’s 
car pitched across the front lawn, through a slaughter of begonias. 
Karen was passed out drunk at the wheel. I was not yet two and 
unrestrained, fogging the back windows with my sobs, pounding 
the glass with two small fists. Grandma opened the door and saved 
me. A few months later she moved out of Albert’s condo and into 
an apartment two blocks from our house. My mother left me in 
Marjorie’s care nearly every day. It’s the one time I benefitted from 
Karen’s selfishness.

CLUSTERED AROUND THE coffee table, thumbing through pho-
tos, my cousins, my sister, my husband and I swapped stories. I was 
crying again, so my husband wrapped me in an arm. I wondered if 
my unborn baby felt waves of grief as they washed through my body. 
I wondered if it was somehow bad for him, all that sadness.

“What’s the matter?” my cousin, Konrad, asked. It struck me as 
an odd question, even in that moment.

“I just really miss her,” I answered, wiping my cheeks with bare 
hands.

“Who? Your mom?”
I stifled a bitter laugh. “No,” I clarified, “Grandma.”
“Oh,” he sighed, perplexed.
I didn’t understand why he didn’t understand. When he asked 

to borrow my car keys, I just assumed I had parked in the wrong 
place, blocking something.

Karen was one of the first people to leave Uncle Ron’s house. When 
the door slammed shut, I felt an oxygen rush, like every wall fell 
open. I lingered throughout the afternoon. Talk turned to the every-
day. I caught up with my cousins. When my husband and I were 
ready to leave, we looked for Marjorie’s urn in the living room, 
but the fireplace hearth was empty. My Uncle Ron and Aunt Carole 
were nested together on the couch.

“Uncle Ron, where is Grandma?” I asked.
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thE pink And WhitE SAndAL

Trevor Ruth

Vacant of its mistress it sits upon the sidewalk threshold, 
Balanced between two worlds: Park and Street.
Where is it now: the foot that stained the white 
With dirt from frolicking in the rocky soil;
Where are those little toes that squeezed out 
The screaming ghosts from the soles, 
A thousand screeches like mice in agony;
Where is the laughing flower that adorned the velcro straps; 
Daisy white or yellow like a vulture’s eye;
Where did the laughter from the swing set go?
Where are its friends who would play lava monster in the pale sun of noon? 
Where are the pigtails, swinging in noose curled knots 
That pendulumed against the denim straps of their overalls?
They are all gone.
They are with God.
Snatched away like a thief in the night, 
Never to return to the land of the living. 
How strange it is that such a sight would bring the Armageddon. 
But the voice that we hoped would return 
In the harsh rustling of the leaves 
Is lost to the world of men.
Now all that’s left is this sandal whose companion and mistress 
Were stolen by God.
Locked in his blue buick, like a thief in the night.

“Doug took her, to be next to Albert,” he answered. My grand-
father had been dead for several years. Uncle Doug kept Grandpa’s 
ashes on a bookshelf in his den. 

“Why did you let him?” I prodded. Admittedly, I was shocked.
“It’s what she wanted. She asked for this, the day we called in hos-

pice. You missed that meeting. You were at a doctor’s appointment.” 
I couldn’t believe it. She never told me. 
 
MY CAR WAS still parked where I left it. When I opened the trunk 

to put the cake plate away, I understood why Konrad had borrowed 
the keys. There was a toy box for the baby. It was from my mother. 
Inside there was an outfit, some toys, a blanket, some books. 

“Oh, Goodnight Moon, I loved that book,” my husband said.
“What about this one?” I asked, and passed him The Runaway 

Bunny. 
He flipped through the pages. “I don’t know this one.”
“You’re not missing much.” I tossed everything back in the box 

and slammed the trunk closed. 
The toy box lived in the trunk for several days. Finally, I went out 

to the car and opened it again. I decided what to throw away. 
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nEEdLES

Mary A. Rose

HE NEEDLES WERE SMALL. I don’t really know why she 
showed them to me. Maybe for me to see they were sterile and 
fresh from the package. I had never seen acupuncture needles 

up close; they were miniscule with pink tips. I had expected them to 
be larger and thicker.

The hunchbacked elderly lady spoke little English, and every-
thing was done with gestures. She motioned for my mother to move 
forward and backward on the table. My mother complied with the 
requests looking at me, and I signed to her that she was fine and to 
relax. She settled down onto the white gurney and closed her eyes.

The ancient acupuncturist worked slowly and quietly, tapping the 
needles into place, wiping down the areas with alcohol as she went 
in an almost hypnotic rhythm. As I watched her, my eyelids grew 
heavy and felt weighed down. The window was open to the late 
autumn day. I saw grey clouds drift into view and flies buzz in 
anticipation of rain, and I let out a large sigh on the cool breeze. 
Mother snored slightly.

“No good sleep,” the acupuncturist said to me as she shook her 
head. I lifted my shoulders with helplessness. I couldn’t stop my 
mother from snoring, or not getting the proper slumber.

Mother must have felt the slight admonishment and woke up 
startled. She looked at me for reassurance, and I nodded to her it 
was alright. She closed her eyes again and settled back into the 
pillow.

When it was over, the acupuncturist gave me directions in how 
to make my mother’s tea. She had to drink it three times a day 
faithfully, and the taste would be bitter. My mother needed “good 
sleep,” she said.  She had to sleep through the night to lower her 
blood pressure and put her body in balance. Her sleep was not 

good, and the snoring was a sign of it.  I nodded to the diminutive 
old lady and accepted the bags of tea. She took my mother’s blood 
pressure for the second and last time. It was only down slightly, and 
my mother’s face fell. Acupuncture was another failure. Mother 
was so tired of the pills and the doctors and the nurses trying to 
figure out why her blood pressure was so high. She no longer ate or 
drank anything that remotely could raise it. Everyone was tired.

The session was over and my mother dressed. She seemed more 
relaxed as we made our way into the cloudy fall day, where evening 
was starting to descend. She signed to me, asking if I would try the 
acupuncture for my high blood pressure, and I signed back, “I don’t 
know.”

She looked at me with concern. I had not inherited any of her 
outward physical beauty, but I had inherited her inner physical 
problems. I, too, had blood pressure on the rise and was resistant to 
drugs. Deep down inside, on certain days, I hoped my heart would 
just explode while I slept and it would be over. Of course, I did not 
sign this to my mother or share it with anyone close to me. I did not 
want them to watch me or diagnose me for some sort of depression 
or neurosis. Some days, I was just dreadfully tired of dealing with 
doctors and the outside world for my mother. I was tired of making 
phone calls and appointments, and of doctors looking at me with 
disgust because they thought my mother wasn’t taking her multiple 
medications, and that I was not watching her closely enough. I was 
tired of being my mother’s sentinel. Some days I just wanted to run 
away from it all.

My mother got my attention by showing me the drop of blood in 
her palm left by the tiny needle. I took her hand and gently wiped 
it away. I hugged my mother, and we walked in the quiet twilight 
with our own thoughts, as we sometimes did. As the silence grew, I 
thought of how there would be no daughter to do this for me, as my 
mother had done for my grandmother and my grandmother for my 
great-grandmother. I was a break in the chain.
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thE Morning AftEr

Sarah Jones

KAY, WHOSE PLAN B is this?”
The clerk behind the drug store counter looks to be about 
65, but is more than likely only 45. The man in line before 

you struggles to count the change for his six lemon-lime flavored 
waters through his jitters. You claim the pill in your best it’s no big 
deal voice. 

Cue the slut-shaming.
Behind strands of greasy, silver hair reaching his beer belly, the 

man glances at your pill and then at you, then at the coins clanging 
in his palm. He grabs four coins at once and shakes them at the clerk. 
She puts the box back under the counter, double checks his counting, 
and hands back some change.

“Okay, okay. Here we go.” She opens her register and steals an 
appraising look at you. No need for her to say it out loud, you 
already know. It is a Thursday morning, after all. Not even a Sunday. 
Perhaps your midweek sexcapade reflects well on you, but nice girls 
don’t need emergency contraceptive. You look like a nice girl, though. 
Nice enough. But your wet hair and makeup-free face say it all. 
Let alone the dark circles that give the craters on the moon a run for 
its money. And your incessant yawning. 

Like a harlot. 
The man takes his bag of drinks and receipt and looks at you one 

more time before leaving. His head is crooked to the left and you 
notice a bit of breadcrumb stuck in his beard. His hair reminds 
you of a pigeon somehow, and he seems the type to sit on less than 
sanitary benches in ill-maintained parks.

“Okay then, just the Aftera today?” The drug store only carries off-
brand Plan B. Not that it matters, as long as nothing starts growing 
inside you, but that name rubs you the wrong way. It’s supposed to 

be clever, a pun on “the morning after,” but it only serves to remind 
you of the valley girls you knew growing up, who frequented the 
family planning aisle long before you lost your virginity. The sort 
of girls who whine when they speak, ending every sentence with 
an “a” and an up tone. The ones who can singlehandedly demo- 
lish the work of generations of women fighting for equal rights. The 
girls that perpetuate the lie that smart girls don’t have sex. It was 
a name Nathaniel Hawthorne would like to think was named in his 
honor: After-A.

“The water, too. Please.” About ten minutes prior, you had 
waited in line behind a woman buying shampoo from a younger 
clerk who looked like she got it. She gave you the been there, girlfriend 
look, but you conveniently left your wallet in the car. Nothing says 
“hot mess” like forgetting your wallet when buying your morning 
after pill midweek. Unfortunately, that is completely within 
character for you.

“Okay, do you have a rewards card?”
“No.”
“Okay, would you like to start one?”
“No, thank you.”
“Okay.” She scans your baby-killer (or is it?) but it doesn’t take right 

away. “Okay. Let’s try this.” She swipes again. Then she tries to scan 
with the gun-shaped thing.

“Okay, just a minute. Hey, Mark? Okay, can you help me?”
Dear Lord. What is it about old women in retail who can’t work the 

damn register? And why does it only happen when you’re buying 
less-than-modest products—like the morning after pill?

Mark places a key from around his neck in the register and grabs 
your pill to rescan. He takes a minute to read the box, then looks at 
you before swiping. He bows his head to look you up and down over 
his glasses.

“How has your morning been so far, Miss?”
Oh! Goodie, you get to play Judge-the-Slut! You meet his gaze with 

a cold glare and pursed lips. What’s it look like, pal?
“Okay. Well, okay, thanks Mark.” The clerk regains control of her 

own register. “Oh—do you want to purchase a bag?” A mother with 
her four-year-old son begins to unload her cart on the conveyer belt 



26 / Occam's  Razor  Occam's  Razor /  27

Jones

behind you.
“Ah, no.” It will fit in your purse, and it isn’t like you’re planning 

on carrying it around all day. Clock is ticking. The boy stares up 
at you in the unabashed way kids do. He has dirt lines on his neck 
and pasta stains on the collar of his superhero shirt. Then he takes a 
gummy from his mouth and smashes it on the belt next to his 
mother’s items. You are reminded why you are here in the first place: 
buying contraceptives. The kid gives you a nasty look that you so 
eagerly return. His sticky red fingers touch everything, leaving trails 
of his presence. His mother sighs deeply, notices the gummy and 
you can see the hesitation in her tired eyes to fighting him on it. 
She looks at you like she is begging you to chastise her child for 
her, or maybe even take him off her hands. Then she looks long-
ingly at your purchase and goes back to unloading her basket of 
shampoos and pencils. 

You finally are able to pay the $46.50 for your reproductive right 
and shove the unnecessarily large pink box in your purse. You will 
always be astounded by the need for so much packaging for one 
uterus-attacking pill.

You think back to the catalyst of your mess of a morning.
He had no issue with using a condom, but the moment he 

touched you without one, you didn’t want to pause. It was all so new 
to you. All of it has been so new to you. He says your name during 
sex, and not just to prove he remembers it. He looks you in the eye. 
It isn’t a race. He waits for you to come first. He ensures that you 
come first. He makes you break into a sweat. He wants to hold 
you close when you’re both done and he whispers, “Tell me 
something.” He asks questions, he teases, he smiles, he laughs, 
he hugs, he pays, he says after you without saying after you. He 
kisses your forehead and nose and cheek and lips and forehead 
and cheek and nose again. 

You cried one time in front of the mirror because he made you 
feel human. So you said, “But I want this” when he stopped. He 
asked you if you were sure, looking in your eyes to appraise the 
truth in your “yes.” 

You’re used to using a condom to protect yourself from more than 
just pregnancy. They would let you stay the night if you asked to 

stay the night, but they would say, “Well, you can stay the night if 
you need to.” They turn on the light without concern if it wakes 
you and they say things like, “I don’t like labels, let’s just see 
where this goes organically.” You think of how everyone is on an 
organic produce bender, which makes you think that a relationship 
developing “organically” would be sustainable. They convince you 
it’s okay they sleep with other women, but ask who is texting you.

You drop your keys before you get in your car, and you hit your 
head on the doorframe when you are able to unlock it and step 
inside. After a deep breath, you turn the engine so the AC kicks in, 
and you read the Aftera label. There is no way to open it without 
scissors. Seriously. You decide to call him because you’re only a few 
blocks from his house. 

“YEAH, COME ON over whenever you’re ready. Do you want 
sushi for lunch? We can eat outside and then relax before class.” 
You let a smile creep on your face.

When you see him, you hug him and ask for scissors and you say, 
“Even the box is slut-shaming me by being so damn hard to open!”

He laughs.
This is not the first time you’ve taken this pill.
You’re reminded of the first time.
The first time you were scared to go and buy it alone. The first 

time you felt disgusting. The first time you didn’t remember his 
name. The first time he had to spit in his hand because you were 
dry. You don’t know if he came or not, but you took it anyway. He 
had taken your pants off six separate times. He never kissed you. 
The first time you took the pill it hurt. The first time you took the 
pill you thought it would be the last time you took the pill. 

You ask him for a glass of water after he helps you open the 
alarmingly pink packaging. He gives you his glass of water, saying 
something about sharing more than just a glass at this point. You 
laugh. He orders the sushi you want and you go together to pick 
it up. He holds your hand. You bring it back to the house and eat 
it outside and he laughs when you drop your Godzilla roll in the 
soy sauce. He says, “You’re so adorable,” when you drop it in the soy 
sauce a second time. When you get too hot being in the sun, you 
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go inside and lie down in his bed. He holds you and kisses your 
forehead and nose and cheek and lips and forehead and cheek 
and nose again. He holds you close. You fall asleep together and 
are woken up by your alarm for work. He kisses you again. The 
pain comes, but it is dull and it fades almost as quickly. You make 
a joke about how you’re a real couple now, because you just spent 
time in a bed without having sex. He says he cares for you. He 
looks you in the eye when he says this, then he kisses you again. 
You don’t question it and without hesitation, you reply that you 
care for him too. He smiles so wide you ask him, “What?”

“Nothing.”
“Tell me.”
“You make me so happy. Can’t a guy be happy?”

This morning on the roof there are two of us
To mourn you. There is me, 
And there is your unborn great-grandson 
Who must feel this because he shares my body. 

You died in the night, in the dark, a few hours ago
But now the sky floods with daylight anyway, bewildering,
Like music at the bottom of a swimming pool, or
A heavy rain of flower petals.

The moon, slight as a tendril of your downy hair,
And waned to a last look, slips slowly and silently 
Away from Venus. The impossibly wide morning clouds
Turn pink, then gold, then split apart.

Someone is frying bacon, and I remember the day
You woke me, fed me breakfast, and drove me 
To the hospital where I met my baby sister for the first time.
This day, and every day from here, will be born.

My son, in a few months, will be born. Emphatically,
This is affirmed by the flushed eruption of morning sun.
The part that sticks somewhere, like a dislodged shard
Of clavicle, is that it all goes on without you—

That it can. 
That this day and so many others
Will deliver sunlight, even staggering love,
And that I will miss you for the rest of my life.

Katrina Wedding

ELEgy
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Luis Guilin

Depakote anD Wellbutrin

Y STOMACH FEELS like there’s a lobster clawing around 
in it,” I said.
“That’s a very imaginative description.” He laughed. “I 

find people with your condition have extremely vivid imaginations.”
“Other people have my condition?”
“Certain aspects of it.”
The doctor leaned back in his leather office chair and leafed 

through a manila folder with my name on it. His saccharin smile and 
close-cut white hair made him look like he belonged behind a candy 
store counter in a seersucker suit selling sweets.

“Well, we can’t have lobsters.” He grabbed a pen and scribbled on 
his prescription pad. “Let’s lower the Depakote and see if that allevi-
ates the stomach cramps.”

“There’s another thing,” I said. “I’m not having racing thoughts 
anymore, but I find it difficult to complete writing projects.”

“Why is that?”
“Words seem foreign to me,” I said, lowering my head. “It feels like 

I just recently learned English.”
The doctor took his reading glasses off and set them on his desk 

littered with pill samples. 
“Luis, there is going to be some give and take here.” He rubbed his 

eyes. “This is all trial and error.”
 “Are you still checking?” the doctor asked.
“Yes.”

XanaX

THE BLANK WALLS of my room were my way of saying that 
this was only temporary. If I decorated, I was admitting that I wasn’t 

“M

just staying with my parents until I got better, I was living there. 
My empty room, a pill casing for episodes in my life meant to be 
swallowed, not savored. My only addition was the full-length mirror 
I had on my closet door. 

I got up after trying to force myself to sleep and studied my 
reflection. I had deep circles under my eyes.

I had a system for checking.

1. Check tongue for white spots. Leukoplakia is the first sign 
of oral cancers, or any illness that compromises the immune 
system.

2. Check lymph nodes on neck and armpits. If the area is tender, 
this could be a sign of cancer.

3. Check skin for rashes. Certain rashes are indicators for a 
compromised immune system.

“You have to stop this,” my mom said. She caught me. “You’re fine.”
“Get out,” I said, and slammed the door on her. I hid because I 

never wanted her to see me like this.
I opened one of the pill containers and took a small blue pill. As 

I slid off into the distilled version of peace I had grown accustomed 
to, I thought of the word Xanax. What does it mean? Why did they 
give this pill this name?

I pulled out a pen and paper and tried to come up with another 
name, but I couldn’t think of any.

klonopin

I HAD THE books all spread out on my bed. One was open to 
a cross section of the human vascular system, another was open 
to a picture of cancer cells, and another showed an elderly man 
smiling from his hospice care bed. I lay down in the middle of them, 
surrounded on all sides. I was certain I was dying from something, 
despite what my doctors had told me.

I pulled a pill bottle out from underneath my pillow, looked 
into the smiling face of the old man in the hospice care bed, and 
swallowed a small light yellow pill. I smiled back.

My phone rang and I put it on speakerphone.
“Why haven’t you called me?” she asked. “It’s been almost a week 
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and I haven’t heard from you.”
“I’m sorry sweetheart,” I said, and looked around at the open 

medical books in my room. “I’ve been busy.” 
“You’re not dying.”
“A part of me knows that,” I said. I felt myself sinking deeper into 

a calm jacuzzi. The sunlight creeping in through my shut blinds 
grew brighter.

“I miss you.” 
“I miss you too, but you don’t want to see me like this.” I heard a 

rushing stream on the far side of my room. I looked up my from my 
pillow and water was flooding into my bedroom from underneath 
the door.

 “Why wouldn’t I want to be there for you?” she asked. “You’re my 
boyfriend.”

The light blue water rose and swept up the clothes on my floor. My 
t-shirts and socks floated beside me.

“Why are you still with me?” 
“Because I know you’re not what you’ve become.”
My bed picked up off the floor and bobbed at the surface of the 

water. I felt a current tug at the bedframe and I was pulled into a 
gentle flowing river under an obsidian sky. I didn’t care where I 
was going.

“What do you mean?” I asked.
“When I met you, you were confident and creative.” She sighed. 
I reached the mouth of a dark cave, and floated in, letting myself 

be swallowed whole. The cave opened up and I saw a million glow-
worms glittering above me, each worm gripping the roof of the cave 
and emitting a calming blue light. I smiled thinking about those 
worms. Despite being stuck in a dark damp cave, each worm chose 
to shine. Defiant. I tried to locate my books, but I couldn’t find them 
in the pallid illumination. 

“I used to be?” 
“Don’t get offended,” she snapped. “You know what I mean.”
“No,” I raised my voice. “I haven’t known what you’ve meant this 

whole conversation.”
The walls of the cave turned a glowing red and the worms 

started dropping off the ceiling like dead flies. The water started 

moving faster.
“You’re so selfish!” she yelled. “All you think about is yourself.”
“I have to think about myself because no one else does.”
I gripped the side of my bed as the rushing river propelled 

me through violent rapids. Water splashed in on all sides, but it 
wasn’t water anymore. My sheets and comforter were stained red. 
I was riding a river of blood.

“Nothing is wrong with you,” she said.
I could see the book on my bed opened to the cross section of the 

vascular system in the red glow. I moved my finger along a vein in 
the book as I turned left and right. I would soon be at my heart.

“Do you think I’m making this up?” 
“I think you constantly need attention.” 
I heard a fast thumping noise, like the sound of a butcher 

mechanically chopping into a side of beef. The bed rolled in closer 
to the thump as it grew louder. On both sides of me the vein had 
turned sick, black, and cancerous.

“I have cancer,” I said.
“Fine then,” she said. “You have cancer, good luck with that.”
I hung up.

risperDal

“I AM ALWAYS TIRED,” I said.
“Are you still having panic attacks or racing thoughts?” he asked.
“No.”
“Sounds like we’re making a little progress.” 
“I can’t have panic attacks if I’m asleep.” 
 “Are you checking?”
“No.”
“I’m just trying to gauge your symptoms.” He looked into the hall-

way. A young attractive blonde lady with a rolling suitcase smiled.
“Almost done here,” he said to her.
They both smiled like they had a secret.
“I’m going to tweak your doses again.” He stood up and handed 

me a prescription to let me know my session was over. “See you in 
two weeks.”
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The lady with the suitcase walked by me and opened up her case 
like a snake oil salesman.

paper

MY YOUNGER BROTHER visited from college and stayed for a 
week. I saw him twice. Once when he showed up. Once more the 
night before he left. 

“Are you always sleeping?” my brother asked. His tan skin re- 
flected a life spent laughing in the sunlight, while my pale 
complexion matched the walls of my room.

 “Yes, and when I’m awake I’m so tired I want to go back to 
sleep,” I said.

“How is that better?”
“The doctor said it’s a process, trial and error, that sort of thing.” 

I sprayed air freshener to cover the stench of vinegar bedsweat.
“Okay,” he said.
 Not knowing what to talk about, we watched a television show 

about how copy paper was made. As I studied the continuous flow 
of perfect identical stacks of paper down the conveyor belt, I felt 
envy. I didn’t want to be different anymore.

I fell asleep and when I woke up he was gone.

lithium

“I FEEL LIKE A ROBOT,” I said.
“That’s a typical critique of Lithium,” he sighed. “Perhaps after a 

little time you’ll get adjusted to the medication and that effect will 
wear off.”

“Perhaps?”
“Luis, you know this is trial and error.”
“I can’t take this anymore,” I said. “Is this trial and error process 

done when I settle on the debilitating side effect of my choosing?”
“That’s a very negative attitude.”
The doctor looked at his watch.
“Let’s try this,” he said as he scribbled on a notepad. He handed 

me a sheet of paper with a phone number on it.
“This is the phone number of an inpatient facility. Call them and 

they’ll admit you so they can monitor you.”
He ushered me out and I passed a man about my age as he 

walked in.
He had circles under his eyes like me.

line

I SHOOK THE pill bottle to make sure there wasn’t one last escape 
left. I was out, and I knew the doctor wouldn’t refill my prescriptions 
because I’d stopped going to my appointments. 

Bile yellow twilight oozed into my bedroom through my dirty 
blinds, and covered the bare walls. I had to escape.

I opened the front door and there was a line of men in the 
middle of the street. They were all the same height with the same 
dark brown hair that I have. I tried to get closer to see when the 
attractive blonde lady from the doctor’s office approached me 
and took my arm in her arm. She led me by former versions of 
myself, wearing clothes I used to wear. They all had the same 
vacant stare. She placed me in an empty spot behind a version of 
myself wearing what I’d worn the day before. I looked behind me 
and I saw that as the line progressed the versions of myself grew 
older and their eyes looked more desperate. The doctor was at the 
front of the line handing out our medications.

We all stepped ahead in unison and the sun set and rose and set 
with our every footstep. As I got closer, I saw each day of my life 
take a pill from the doctor and fall over the edge of a cliff into a 
giant paper shredder. They were silent as they plummeted.

I stepped out of line.

Waves

I LINED UP the empty pill bottles on the windowsill with the 
labels facing me, alternating big bottles and small bottles. The 
medication yelled out their names in bold print and I pulled open 
the blinds behind them, trying not to listen. The clean sunlight 
rushed in, casting a shadow on my bedroom wall that looked 
like the battlements on a castle. I sat on my bed in my castle.

When the thoughts come, imagine them as waves, the new doctor, 
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a counselor not a psychiatrist, said. Give each wave a number to rate 
how painful they are. When you get to 10, know the next wave will 
be smaller.

I’m sick, 7.
There was something wrong with me, I just hadn’t found it yet. 

Cancer was coming. No, cancer was there. The wave rose. I didn’t 
feel sick, though. I let the wave crash outside the castle walls.

I’m alone, 10.
No friends, no girlfriend, and I didn’t want my family to see me. 

No one wanted crazy. The wave rose higher, larger than the ones 
before. If I died, I died alone. I saw the white foaming crest a mile 
above me. The lobster in my stomach returned, clawing deeper. 
Feeling the walls begin to shake, I took a deep breath and let go. I 
surrendered to the wave, and it stopped before me.

In the wall of water the white-haired doctor and the blonde lady 
were trying to swim upwards toward the surface.

I let the wave crash outside the castle walls.
I knew the next wave would be smaller.

oXygen 

I LACED UP my shoes tight, tucked the loops into the laces so they 
didn’t flop around, and cinched up the waistband of my running 
shorts like I did everyday. The counselor told me to exercise and I 
listened. I felt my pulse quicken, and my stomach tighten because 
my body knew what was coming, but I launched forward anyway.

Each foot landed firm on the pavement as the breeze swept across 
my face. Approaching my regular pace, the trees rushed by me on 
both sides. I ran, and not away from something, but with it.

I inhaled, and took in all the tingling, unsettled fears as oxygen.
I exhaled, and released everything.
With each breath the cycle repeated, but I was still moving. I 

wasn’t in bed anymore. I was going somewhere.

inSAnity

Izalyn Labao
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thE SAME bEd

Fordy Shoor

My bed has never been compatible with sleep;
it is compatible with dreams. Of lovingly cram-
ping a bed with two bodies when there was 
capacity for only one.
Living alone in cities
a bed is compatible
barely with the size of a room.
There it is compatible 
with the most activities:
Eating, entertaining, the 
quasi-modal sanctuary,
harder than pavement,
harder still to leave.
A bed is the first to move in and the last to 
vacate a room.

A bed is not compatible with sleep, as a 
queen is incompatible with a king sheet. 
My sleep spills over the mattress, tucked 
elastic to keep the cover flat 
and tight. Our eyes pillowed, tired
tendons sore, threads bleached. Our 
bed is compatible 
with weight. The endless 
wait for reprieve.

An invitation 
into a bed is not 
compatible with 

StAgnAnt AMbuLAtion

Brett Dotson
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only sex. A bed is 
compatible with sex, as is 
a kitchen, a floor, a wall, a table, 
a changing room, an open field.
Lay in compassion, companion:
an invitation to bed is a request 
for symmetry.

A bed is compatible with rest
as: we may have the same bed
For the rest 
of our lives, full 
sized twin fit 
into the same 
smooth, tanned
frame she has since childhood.

A bed is not compatible with sleep,
As booths, cots, airplane seats, 
Cheap motel mattresses—
Cruel mistresses—
Are incompatible with solace.

W

bound

Luis Guilin

E WALKED UP the steep road behind the school with our 
skateboards.
“She said no?” I asked.

“Yeah, she said she’s going with her boyfriend.”
“I don’t know why you even asked Melissa.”
“Because her boyfriend’s too old for her. She should go with 

someone from our school. It’s our prom, not his.”
“Girls like that don’t date guys like us.”
“You’re probably right.”
Pleasanton spread out beneath us like a giant train set: checkered 

rooftops made of paper; little toy cars, some waiting at the stoplights, 
others skittering around like ants.

“I’m going down now,” I said. “We’re already pretty high up.”
“Don’t be a pussy,” you said.
I laid my skateboard down and put one foot on it.
“I think I want to do a test run.”
“Don’t think.” You pushed me and I put the other foot on the board 

to balance myself. Gravity yanked me towards the bottom of the 
hill. Loose gravel shook the wheels until it felt like I was riding a 
broken washing machine.

“Hang on!” you yelled. “You’re almost there.”
I looked back at you and in that split second, the road turned just 

enough for me to be heading towards the sidewalk when I turned 
back. The curb grabbed my skateboard and stopped, while I kept 
my forward momentum, flying through the air. I landed face down 
on the grass.

You stomped your feet and hunched over with laughter. The 
fast rattling way you laughed whenever someone got hurt, like the 
maniacal weasel that you were.
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When I got up and spit out the grass I’d collected in my mouth, 
you were walking further up the hill. You reached the highest point 
we’d gotten to and kept walking. You walked past the point that those 
seniors had gotten to the last time we were there. You passed a group 
of astonished kids with open mouths who knew what you were 
attempting. You didn’t stop until you got to the top.

“Come on, Weasel,” I called. “That’s too high. Come back down.”
“Alright,” you said. “I’ll come down.” You smiled like you had a secret.
Your short, spiky red hair and freckles became a strawberry blur as 

you raced past me. The ratty, hand-me-down shirt you always wore 
flapped in the wind. My heart shook. I felt scared for you because 
you never were.

I REMEMBER YOU at the railroad tracks.  The faded banana yellow 
Honda civic that your three older siblings drove and passed along to 
you, wheezing to keep up with your rabid gear shifting. Everyone else 
always slowed down when they saw the giant hump in the road, but 
you always sped up, using it as a ramp.

“I hate this car. My dad’s so cheap. This car was brand new before I 
was born.”

“At least you have a car.” 
You huffed and spat out the window.
“What are you doing?” I asked. The increasing speed pulled me 

backwards in my seat.
I heard you stomp down on the clutch and shift up even higher.
“Flying,” you said. “You ready?”
I said I was, but I wasn’t ready. 
The old Civic grunted as you shifted up again. I looked at you just 

before liftoff. Your eyes transfixed on some point far ahead, beyond the 
hump in the road, further than the horizon. We pitched into the air and 
the earth relented its tenuous hold on you. You taught me how to fly.

WE TRIED TO see who could stay up the longest. Your eyes ringed 
with soot-colored circles.

“Go to sleep, Weasel,” I yelled. “You’ve won already.”
Lying on your back on my front lawn, you looked like you had the 

weight of the world pushing down on you. 

“I can make myself do anything,” you said.

THE LAST TIME I saw you, I spotted you at the bar in town when I 
was home from college for Thanksgiving. We had lost touch since high 
school, both following girls to the colleges they had chosen. I went to 
Arizona and you went to southern California. 

“Weasel,” I said.
“No one calls me that now,” you said.
You had grown out your untamed hair long enough to smooth down 

and part to the side. In a sharp pea coat and expensive jeans, you stood 
shoulders back, asserting that you weren’t the weasel anymore.

“Sorry, Greg.”
You railroaded me with all the things you were accomplishing down 

in San Diego before I even asked: straight A’s, a brand new car, and how 
it was to date one of the most popular girls from our high school class.

“Everything’s working out,” you said.
“Wow, ” I said. “That’s amazing.” I was happy for you, but I couldn’t 

find a way to let you know.
Your cell phone rang and you looked at the screen.
“Well, that’s Melissa,” you said. “Can’t keep a beautiful girl waiting.”
“Listen,” I said. “Can we hang out before you go back?”
“I’m really busy, but maybe some other time.”

AFTER SHE DUMPED you, you waited in a closet to make your 
roommates think you’d gone to work. You held the rope in your sure 
hands until they left. You heard their cars pull away, wrapped it around 
the porch railing of your third story room and then around your neck. 

“Don’t think,” I imagine you said.
You jumped.
As you fell, you pulled the slack of the rope with you, cinching it 

around all my memories of you. Then it snapped tight, tying them 
together with your death in one big knot, impossible to untie.
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thE dEAth of thE fAMiLy

Alex Lee

HE FIRST THING I did was open the window, and then I stuck 
the towel under my father’s body, hoisting his bony legs up 
before setting them down again. I took out a diaper and hoisted 

his legs up again to rest them on my shoulders so I could slide it 
under him. Finally, I grabbed the wipes and a plastic bag off the 
dresser. Everything was ready.

If only I had another pair of hands, I wouldn’t have to mani- 
pulate his ninety-pound body of bone draped with skin so much. 
So much stop and go to get everything ready. I took off his used 
diaper and the stench punched my nose. I started coughing 
uncontrollably. I’ve done this a thousand times, but I can’t get used 
to the smell. After I slowly regained my composure, I lifted his legs 
yet again and rested them on my shoulders, wiping as much shit as I 
could manage. I couldn’t use talcum powder because it might 
exacerbate Dad’s prostate cancer, but I still dumped all the used 
wipes and the diaper into a used plastic bag. I put the new diaper 
on him and went to the trash can in the garage, making sure to close 
the lid afterwards. I didn’t want the flies to come.

The man that paid for his children’s education now lies on this 
bed, with only me to take care of him. Who else? I had lain down 
on the couch and took a nap. It wasn’t long before I heard the pre-set 
call bell, and looked at the clock. It was time for his medication and 
lunch. I quickly mixed together an Ensure and grain concoction that 
Dad calls “tea.” In reality, it was more like gruel. It took some time 
to get the mixture quite right, given how fussy he is about dairy.

“You’ve got to eat now.”
He kept his mouth closed. I sighed through my nose and said, “If 

you’re not going to eat, I can’t give you your Vicodin. You want to 
stop feeling that bone pain, right?”

He reluctantly sipped the soup. He could only take a few sips 
before he started gasping for air.  I pulled the spoon away and waited 
for him to catch his breath. It took a while for him, and I continued 
to feed him this bland-looking, hot soup. He stopped again, and 
refused to move his mouth.

“You have to finish it.”
“I can’t,” he rasped out. I dipped the spoon back in and put it 

next to his face, but his lips were sealed.
“C’mon.” His lips stayed firm. I kept my arm stable as I waited for 

an opportunity. Every day he got fussy about eating. Didn’t matter 
how long or short between meals it was, he still refused. Nothing 
was ever easy with him. His lips slackened and I poured the meal 
down his mouth. He sputtered as he tried to cough the liquid out 
of his lungs.  I had no choice but to sit him up and pat his back. I 
doubt his frail bones could have taken the Heimlich maneuver.

“I guess that’ll have to do,” I said as I set the bowl down on the 
nightstand and took out a couple of pills. He gladly opened his 
mouth for them. He’ll do that voluntarily, but not to eat food. His 
face soon lost its color, and he began gasping for air. I called 911 
and the operator answered, “Nine-one-one, what is the nature of 
the emergency?”

“My name is Johnny Cao, and I am at 9325 Stone Drive. My father 
suddenly started gasping for air and his skin has become clammy.”

“Okay, what kind of medication has he been taking?”
“Vicodin for what he described as bone pain.”
“Okay. When was the last time he received a dose?”
“Just now, after I tried to feed him.”
“Okay, paramedics are on their way. Please stay on the line.”
I took hold of his frozen hand. His bony arms were outstretched, 

as if he were trying to embrace the air, his eyes fixed on the wall, 
huffing and puffing all the while. Ten minutes later, EMTs ran in and 
lifted him onto the gurney.

The bowl was half empty.

I SAT IN THE front pew, alongside my middle-aged brother 
with his receding hairline. I looked next to Ahman, and his family 
wasn’t here.
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“Where’s the wife?” I asked.
“We couldn’t find a babysitter. Sam is too young and you know 

kids; she’ll get fussy at some point.”
Actually, I don’t know. I never seem to have time to meet anyone. 

I was considering Zoosk or Harmony, or one of those sites, when 
I got the phone call that Dad would be living with me. I am one 
hundred percent certain that taking care of a bedridden old man is 
a dealbreaker to women. Who wants to deal with that trainwreck? 
My brother Ahman was at work the entire time, and truthfully, I 
never trusted his wife with taking care of Dad. He used to complain 
to me, “She doesn’t want the grandkids around me” and “She’d rush them 
upstairs as soon as they got back from preschool.” I would sit there and 
nod, wondering why he didn’t tell Ahman this. Dad owned his 
house, so why be so indirect? Maybe he was just tired of fighting, 
but every time I asked why he didn’t challenge, he’d say, “I’m old 
and life’s too short” or some other, equally dumb aphorism.

Over the course of the year, he began to eat less and less, and 
visited his doctor more and more. It was a monthly routine, and 
then it became a bi-weekly occasion, until he became bedridden. The 
doctor would tell him the same things over and over again: You need 
to keep your weight up, You need to take this or that medication three times 
a week, You have to drink more Ensure. I tried making him my pan-fried 
fish, but solid food became less of an option as his teeth fell out. 

I looked around and saw the extended family I hadn’t seen in 
ten years. Or was it twenty? I’ve had a hard time keeping track of 
these human shadows. People of all ages: older men who I assume 
were my uncles’ sons, ten-year olds, and pretty wives whom I am 
probably related to by blood or marriage, were in observance. I 
assumed that they all have a unique identity, but my eyes gazed upon 
gweilo of all races.

I unfolded my speech and went up the podium. I took a deep 
breath that blew over the microphone.

“The patriarch is—was—the last of his generation, one that has 
seen much joy and suffering over most of the past century. He was 
the root of every person here in some way or another. If he were 
here now, I’d think he’d be proud of the legacy. Empires fall, riches 
suffer from inflation, but family is eternal.”

I looked around and saw some people—including Ahman—in 
the audience looking at their phones. I continued on, “Treasure the 
family. Their lives can never be reduced to a statistic, or reduced 
to a sum of assets. Hopefully you’ll remember that this Christmas 
or Thanksgiving.”

I stepped down and returned to my seat. Leaning over, I asked 
Ahman, “Why are you on the phone?”

“Got to read through a lot of reports,” he whispered.
“You don’t think it’s disrespectful to not pay attention?”
“Easy for you to say, you’ve never been the president of a small 

company. People’s livelihoods depend on my decisions.” He patted 
his coat pocket and said, “Relax, I have my gloves.”

“You really do fit your namesake, Cao Ahman.* You really don’t 
care about family, do you?”

“Why didn’t you hire a nurse in the first place? She might have 
seen the early symptom of septic shock and we might not be here.”

I felt myself on the verge of yelling, but I held my tongue. It was 
just like Ahman to rattle my cage like that. I wasn’t falling for that 
again. I just needed to keep focus on the job at hand, and I put on my 
cloth gloves, ready to bear the coffin.

I TURNED ON my desktop and opened my e-mail. No noti- 
fications from Bro or from anyone else. Back when Dad was alive, 
he’d send me a Christmas list by Thanksgiving for his kids. I typed 
out an inquiry and sent it to him. It was an old family tradition 
Dad thought of, to avoid bad gifts. As far as I recall, I do not have 
ugly sweaters stashed in a closet and I have never had to stand in the 
returns line at a Sears-Roebuck or a Best Buy or some other place 
after Christmas Day.

I picked up the little black book Dad kept for the extended family 
and started calling around. Maybe one of them needed another 
person at their Christmas party, but talking to people on the phone 
feels so antiquated now.

The summary of those calls was, “We are not available right now. 
Please leave a message after the beep.”

* Cao Ahman (曹阿瞒) is the childhood name of Cao Cao (曹操), a second-century
Chinese warlord.
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“Hey, I want to see if I can come to your Christmas party. My 
number is 626-555-9713. Please call back soon to let me know if I 
have to make any special preparations beforehand.” I must have 
said that a dozen times, or was it two dozen? All that was left was 
to play the waiting game.

THE NEXT MORNING, I picked up the ringing phone and saw 
that it was Ahman. I accepted his call and the first thing he said 
was, “Hey, the attorney already sent over my share.”

“Good for you. Anyway, what I should bring the children?”
“Oh…right. I forgot. We’re going to go on a trip this year.”
“I’m really sorry for what I said last time. It really wasn’t any of 

my business. So, is it okay if I come with?”
“Actually, we’re planning to go to Hong Kong. The wife hasn’t seen 

her parents in a long time.”
“Why didn’t you tell me this a year ago, when I could have bought 

my ticket? It’s got to be $800 now.”
“Yeah, sorry. I guess it just slipped my mind. At the time, I thought 

you and Dad would be spending Christmas together.”
I pursed my lips for a second before I asked, “So, when are you 

leaving?”
“Tomorrow. I’m taking the kids too, and we just finished packing.”
“Ahman, is there anything I can help out with?”
“No, we’ll be fine.”
I took a deep breath, “Okay, bye.”
“See you later.” At least he answered.
I went over to the pantry and made some of that bizarre gruel-tea. 

That Ensure was just going to go to waste otherwise. I drank some 
of the hot, thick liquid and found myself unprepared for the sheer 
blandness of diluted Ensure and whatever kind of lesser grain mixed 
with it. How something could be blander than jook is beyond my 
understanding. Maybe Dad might have drunk more of it if I bought 
the chocolate instead of the plain. Then again, he never drank much 
milk in the first place.

I finished my meal and aimlessly walked around the drafty 
house. All mine from the inheritance. A four bedroom, three bath in 
California. With that money, Dad could have bought a mansion in 

Milwaukee, but then he would have had to live in Milwaukee.
I entered Dad’s room, which still had the lingering smell of death 

in the air. No matter how long I left the window open, the smell 
simply wouldn’t go away. Nothing else was left to do but send his 
clothes off to Goodwill. I opened a cabinet and found millions of 
dollars in hell money.

It must have cost Dad a grand total of ten dollars to get these 
paper gold bars, faux dollar bills, and cardboard bars. The paper 
transmuted as I folded it into malleable bars. Mom made me do 
this once a year, every year, but I didn’t care back then. It was just 
some ritual I had to do. I guess Mom was right all along. Once I was 
done, I stuffed the pile into a paper bag, grabbed a Christmas tin 
can, and got into my car.

THE WIND BLEW fiercely as I stood on the grassy knoll, 
looking down at the plaque in front of me. “Beloved Husband, 
Father, Grandfather,” the words that summarize my Dad, as they 
summarize every other dead man here. After scrubbing the dirt off, 
I bowed three times and set the tin in front of the grave. I put in 
a few paper bars inside and struck a match inside the can, lest 
the wind snuff it out. The tiny flame slowly blackened the edge of 
the first bar and made its way to the other pieces of paper. After 
it turned the first bars into ash, I tried to toss in a few hell bank 
notes, but the wind blew them off course and I had to chase the 
fluttering currency down. I tried again, but put my hand point-
blank before the can. I recoiled from the heat after tossing it 
in, and I watched the tender flame eat the paper edges. The 
flame was still buried under that ash. I looked around and saw a 
discarded tree branch. I picked it up and stoked the fire, its red 
flames rising above the grey ashes.



 Occam's  Razor /  53dEcLErcq poEtry contESt, 2016 / 3rd prizE

fAthEr'S fEdorA

Aurora Ramos

it sails past the dryers and humdrum of washing machines
bobbing up
and down
as it courses through the aisles of the Lucky Coin-Op Laundromat
through no’s and noddings,
shaking heads and plugged in earphones,
it navigates until it reaches
friendly-looking shores—a face—and he asks, finally,

would you like to buy a laundry bag?

in perfect English, his own,
and takes off his fedora as a sign of
respect, his wispy cloudy hair swaying with the wind from 
the AC up above
and she says

no, another day 

and resumes looking at her phone
he wishes her a good day and sets his fedora on his head—
it’s brown and tattered, just like his car, his house, his dog, himself—
but it does the trick

he continues to sail through the laundry carts, the loud kids, abandoned piles of
lone socks, shirts, a boxer here and there
until the fedora reaches the door from whence its journey started and his daughter,
watching from outside, waiting, praying,
goes forth to greet him and asks

how did it go?

in stolen English, not her own,
and takes the pile of 
folded laundry bags from his hands
as he sighs and he says

today is not a good day

and she says

it’s my turn on the next one
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photogrAph

Aurora Ramos

HE PICTURE IS the same. It’s the only one we have, the 
lone survivor throughout all the decades. It sits in the living 
room, greeting us as we walk into the room, saying goodbye 

as we head off into the hot California day. It breathes on us as we 
sit in the living room eating dinner. It watches over us and will 
continue to do so until we decay.

 My father’s mother: his first love, someone I’ve never met but 
someday will. She stares into the camera lens, her dark, deep 
chasm eyes boring into mine. Her eyebrows are thick, arched in a 
slightly mocking manner. She is a thick woman but strong, not 
flabby. Not weak. Her hair is cut, nearly shaved, close to her skull. 
A black helmet. She wears a pearl necklace on top of a blue 
dress, maybe a shirt. Her skin looks white, her dark, sharp eyes 
jumping out of her wide, round face with unrelenting force. 
Her chin is raised, defiant. I like to think her laughter was the 
same: loud and strong, proud. There is an ever so slight tint of red 
beneath both her cheekbones.

She doesn’t smile.
 
IT’S SUMMER. I’M back home with my parents after a long year 

spent in college. My stomach growls as I inhale the smell wafting 
from the stove. In accordance with the matriarchal ruling, I’ve been 
banned from the kitchen. My mom bustles around in the cramped 
one-person-standing-room-only kitchen, muttering reminders to 
herself. My dad is watching television. Which means he’s doing 
anything but. I look down at his hands. He’s holding the 
picture frame, the same small black one he always clutches onto. 
He notices me watching, and calls me over.

MY FATHER FONDLY remembers her hands and her home-
cooked meals. Maybe once a month, as a treat, they’d be able to 
buy half a pound of meat. She worked wonders, however, when 
it came to stretching it. She’d make soup, with a tiny slice of meat 
for each of the five people gathered at the cramped kitchen table. 
She always set apart an extra meal just in case someone hungry 
came walking by, which, in Puebla, happened quite often. Ano- 
ther bowl with another slice of meat would sit on the counter. If no 
one came and it became cold, my father and his siblings would be 
allowed to greedily slurp it down in a matter of seconds, leaving 
their stomachs exponentially happier. She’d usually give away her 
slice of meat to him or his older sister, preferring to rip apart a 
handful of guajes and chew on the seeds, her feet propped on 
top of the dining table. Her hands worked furiously fast, tearing 
with an unrelenting force as she hurried to cram in the last seed 
before heading off to work, her wide face open with laughter at 
her husband’s crude jokes.

MY MOM YELLS from the kitchen for me to set the table. I shoot 
up, my stomach numb as I set our dinner for tonight: two large 
slices of meat for each of us three.

I’M SITTING ON top of a box as I try to tape it shut. I wonder what 
the new school year will be like. My mom sits on the couch, going 
through the usual long list of what I can’t, shouldn’t, and mustn’t 
do. My dad stands around, throwing me more useless junk I should 
pack, like six different jackets and coats. Exasperated, I ask why I’ll 
need so many. It’s still California. He runs his hands through the 
fluffy hood.

“You never know when you’ll need it.”
She worked as a seamstress. Amid everything else. She picked 

up any work people in the town would need doing. Jackets, 
dresses, pants, even hats. She could fix anything her hands touched. 
My dad would work as her deliverer, picking up and dropping off 
any work she had completed to customers’ homes. He’d pedal a 
rusty bike through the main street, wheels squeaking as he’d 
push his small feet, racing in his mind though he’d probably go 
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the speed of a grown-up walking. One day, however, he pedaled 
too hard and crashed. He didn’t get hurt, but the jackets she had 
mended had gotten ripped and stained in the process. With the 
wisdom of an ancient soul, he balled them up and hid the new 
alterations. He got back on his bike and delivered them, proud of 
a job well done. I can only imagine the jacket owner’s surprise, 
unfurling the package and trying to slip his arm through the 
fixed sleeve, only to find his hand going through a new hole. 
Perhaps it was his favorite jacket. Or his only one, it wouldn’t be 
too surprising.

He marched to the house, my dad says, with a jacket in one fist 
and accusations in the other. She stood in the doorway, feet apart, 
one hand holding the man’s money and the other pulling my dad’s 
ear. He demanded his money. She gave it to him without a word. 
He demanded more, to make up for the ruined jacket. She smiled 
and went back inside the house. My dad stared at the man’s shoes, 
refusing to focus too much on the man’s angry face. She came back, 
jacket in hand, and handed it to the man. Reluctantly, he tried 
it on, then left. Relief blew out of my dad, he had been spared. A 
few months later when the cold settled in like an unwanted 
guest, he noticed that my grandmother no longer had a jacket.

 
A DIFFERENT DAY. Maybe it’s winter. I am sitting in the cramped 

living room, glancing through the family pictures displayed 
above the stereo as I shiver. We don’t have a heater, so we rely on 
blankets, clothes, even stuffed animals to keep ourselves warm. 
Music plays in the background. A vinyl that I grabbed from my dad’s 
dusty collection spins in front of me. A garbled voice sings about 
a lost love in a famous ranchera that I cannot remember anymore. 
I am in my nest, and once again, my eyes wander to her face. 
My dad comes in to ask me if I want any hot chocolate. He carries 
three mugs.

SHE BUILT THEIR dream home, he tells me. She was no mere 
homemaker, but a house maker. It was built out of concrete, all 
two floors, by her own two hands. She refused offers of help from 
passersby and neighbors, only accepting help from an old man 

she was best friends with. It took her five months, but not once did 
she complain out loud. Her husband, my grandfather, was usually 
at the bar or in a deep, alcoholic stupor in some alley somewhere. 
I imagine she’d remove her ring before plunging her hand into 
the work, pouring concrete to build a wall. I think I saw the house 
once, on a trip to Mexico many years ago. Its windows were dark 
gaps grinning at me as I took in the whitewashed shell my father 
once called home.

IT’S MAY, AND I’m sitting in bed as I work on a flower wreath 
to place next to her picture. I do not know what her favorite color 
is, so I place every color I can think of, weaving stems through the 
garden wire. My dad is out job-hunting, but the same story loops 
through my mind as I wonder what flowers she would have liked. 
I grab some sunflowers and start to place them. I stop. It’s my 
favorite color, not hers. I pluck them out and place an orange 
cempazuchitl instead.

SHE DIED A few years after completing the house. I’m not 
sure of the reason, and I’ve never been able to ask. Perhaps it was 
sadness. My grandfather had died outdoors during one of his 
vagabond adventures; he never came back home to the house 
she had built. Or maybe it was just age. All I know is that it was 
abrupt, and its consequences anything but. The family started a 
feud over who’d get to keep the house during her burial, throwing 
roses into the grave with one hand while they hurled accusations 
over the dirt with the other. My father spent a whole week at the  
cemetery after her funeral, only leaving whenever the caretaker 
would chase him out. Like a scraggly dog, he’d sneak back in and 
resume his position, hugging the dirt which was now her blanket. 
He walked by his home, refusing to look up and see the 
strangers living there in her absence. He held one pair of her earrings 
and the 4” x 6” picture of her in his pockets as he decided that his 
home no longer held anything for him.

WE’RE BACK IN the living room. My father is now staring at the 
picture alongside me. What does he see, I wonder? What do those 
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dark eyes hold for him that hold nothing but mystery for me? I may 
never fully receive the answer to that question.

 
I HAVE FINISHED the flower wreath. I place it on top of the stereo 

and place her picture in the middle. For some reason, her eyebrows 
seem to rise, saying what’s this? Maybe she doesn’t like the color 
orange, either. I hold in my laughter as I arrange the flowers, trying 
to imagine her in an orange instead of blue shirt (I’m pretty sure 
she wore pants). I hear keys jangle at the doorway and rush to 
open the door. My dad walks into the house, already kicking off 
his boots as he looks around for the nearest cup to fill with soda. 
His eyes catch onto my flower wreath, and light up when they see 
the picture.

He laughs.
“She hated the color orange, you know. Says it was never her 

color.”
“What color, then?”
“Yellow.”
 
HE BRINGS ME a mug full of hot chocolate, even though it’s 

over 90 degrees outside. It’s the only sustenance he knows how to 
prepare, anyways.

Clutching my mug, I ask him the same question I have asked him 
for years. Why he named me after her. He smiles, shaking his head 
as he dives into another story about her.

Who knows, maybe that is a smile on her face.

hiS MAniA WALking by

Carmen Navarro-Perez

it’s pins and needles in my fingers and nose
it breaks me down with unseen blows
keeps me and my mind on a racing track
it teaches me to become so small
i curl into a silent ball
i’m shrinking unconsciously, hangnails stressed
rolling around from room to room
i’m quieter than an invisible broom
it traps me like death’s grieving
it eats me like a thousand termites
ice in wooden veins emptied by bites
it’s the haze during sleep’s nightmares
behind me with a thousand machetes
i’m lost to wind, kites, barriletes
it’s me tip-toeing and hiding upstairs
it’s asphyxiation, can’t breathe around it
it’s me living in a travel kit
it’s easy to come
and hard to go
it hurts
when
he
walks
by
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not JuSt AnothEr coffEE Story

Emilie White

CCORDING TO YOU, the essential ingredients for a life of 
adventure have always been a best friend and a rebellious 
streak against pumpkin spice lattes. One afternoon, at the 

market downtown on the corner of San Pedro and St. John’s, I 
become befuddled by the difference between a latte, an espres-
so, and a cappuccino. Coffee has always seemed like just a mix 
of beans and water. I’ve been on coffee dates before, but the bland, 
flavorless drinks have never blended well.

You watch me and fight to stifle a look of dismay. Then you 
battle your way through the pack of people and slip to the barista 
that we’d like two vanilla lattes, while heading for a table. As we 
sit down, I come to the conclusion that if I were a coffee mug, I’d 
be made of white porcelain, fragile and a little cracked, but more 
durable than I seem. You, though, are a sturdy mug made of the 
strongest earthenware, radiating warmth in shades of orange and 
the deepest gold. We’re both a little chipped on the inside.

When they call out our names, you jump up, and bound back 
carrying two steaming coffees in matching cups. Somehow, they’re 
filled to the brim, but you still manage not to spill. At first, the 
liquid almost scalds my tongue, but the flavors blend seamlessly. 
You wait anxiously, staring at me. I nod. You lean back.

“Told you so,” you say, beaming.
It’s only then that you push a small box toward me, without 

meeting my eyes. I unwrap the brown paper to reveal a mug of 
white porcelain, inscribed with I’m kind of a big deal.

What you don’t know, though, is that you were the one who gave 
me the confidence to write poems in coffee shops on Friday nights 
in all capital letters. In the months since you boarded that plane, the 
lattes haven’t tasted as good as they used to. 

One evening, I find a Peet’s on the corner of B Street and 
Mission. It’ll do. My phone rings. You tell me you’re sitting in a café 
in Madrid savoring an espresso, and I tell you you’re two steps away 
from being a cliché.

“Oh, shut up,” you laugh, and I grin despite myself. For a moment, 
we fall silent. 

Five thousand miles away, and yet somehow, I can still see that 
smirk.
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Brittney Wallace

ENELOPE CASTILLO COULDN’T remember a time when she 
hadn’t hated Lucas Kang.
“Give it up for King Kang!” his teammates shouted, ex- 

changing bro fists and clapping him on the shoulder. Another 
victory for the boys’ varsity swim team. All thanks to King Kang. 
They huddled around him like a horde of primates in the hallway, 
shoving each other and hooting and hollering.

She snorted, rolling her eyes before shoving the rest of her 
books in her locker.

SHE SAT NEAR the large windows, chin propped in her hand 
as she stared out. The afternoon sun cast an eerie, orange glow into 
the classroom, scaring the shadows off into the corners. From her 
vantage point she could see the vastness of Belleview, California—
nothing but green capped woods stretching on until they hit the dull 
gray mountain peaks. 

“Miss Castillo?”
She tore her eyes away from the scenery and looked up. Mr. Lamb 

stood at the front of the class, foot tapping away at the linoleum floor 
and looking at her impatiently. Low chuckles and snorts from her 
classmates had her whole body flushing with embarrassment.  

“I’m sorry,” she murmured. “What’d you say?”
She watched, mortified, as he waved dismissively and turned 

to Kang, who sat in the front row. “Mr. Kang,” he said, suddenly 
jubilant, “surely you know the answer?”  

Kang nodded, reciting the answer to a calculus equation they’d had 
for homework the night before. His voice was clear and confident. 
The entire class seemed to cease all movement until he’d finished. 
When he was done, Mr. Lamb smiled, duly impressed. “Keep up the 

good work, Mr. Kang. As for you, Miss Castillo,” he said, turning 
back to the whiteboard, “I’d caution you to pay more attention and 
follow the example set by your fellow classmate.”

It was silent as Mr. Lamb wrote a new equation on the board. Then 
a boy in the back of the class, one of Kang’s teammates, whistled and 
said, “All Hail King Kang,” in a stage whisper. Girls giggled and the 
boys gave him a raucous applause. Kang ducked his head, smiling in 
amusement at the ridiculousness of his friends. 

Penelope turned away to stare outside the window, eyes narrowed. 

WHEN PENELOPE WAS eight, she’d decided that there was 
absolutely nothing remarkable about Lucas Kang. He was a knobby- 
kneed, four-eyed skinny kid who spoke too quietly and looked 
funny. His eyes were green but they were all weird and slanty, and 
that hadn’t made any sense because he didn’t look Chinese at all.

“I’m not,” he said defensively. She had decided to confront him 
about it on the playground that day. It had been bothering her for a 
while and she was tired of the peculiar feeling she felt in her chest 
when she looked at him. 

He pushed up the bridge of his thick rimmed glasses. “My mom’s 
Korean and my dad’s white.”

Her friends stood beside her, arms crossed, knowing that it was 
their cue to say something cruel but not really knowing how to 
respond in the face of such honesty. Eventually, uncertain eyes turned 
to her expectantly so Penelope stepped toward him. 

“Yeah, well, you look ugly.” She jutted her chin to the other side of 
the blacktop. “Get lost. You can’t play here.” A chorus of agreement 
sounded around her, like a shield. 

When he only stood there staring at her, she lurched forward 
and shoved him to the ground. Taken aback, he lay sprawled for a 
moment, looking up at her with wide, wet-rimmed eyes. Penelope 
and her friends quickly circled him, making sure to block him from 
anyone else’s view, and began kicking. He shouted for them to stop, 
trying to scare them away, but it sounded more like a warble. One 
of the girls left and came back with a fresh clump of dirt from the 
soccer field. 

“Looklooklook!” she squealed and smeared the dirt on his face 
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and white polo. That sent them into fresh peals of laughter. They 
congratulated her ingenuity and kept kicking and smearing. But 
he’d stopped shouting and crying and was only shuffling back-
wards, trying to get away from them, and skinning his hands on the 
concrete. They stopped.

“What a wimp,” one of the girls hissed lowly. “Let’s go. I’m bored.”
They left him sniveling on the ground. Penelope turned back to 

look at him, watching how his eyes seemed to burn holes into her. 
That knobby-kneed loser was staring at her with so much venom that 
a laugh erupted from her, unbidden, even as her insides turned cold.

Two weeks after that, he’d followed her into the girls’ bathroom 
during lunch break. It was rarely empty. Girls who wanted to play 
dress-up would come with their mothers’ make up and pretend to 
be beauty queens, washing it off before the break was over. But the 
bathroom was empty that day.

She hadn’t seen him follow her. He didn’t say a word as he shoved 
her from behind. She slammed into the tile with a thud. Shocked, she 
lifted trembling fingers to her throbbing head. Then he was on her 
stomach, straddling her, one hand digging into her shoulder to keep 
her down. He punched her everywhere. Over and over again. She 
realized, with a certain primal panic that prey felt against 
predator, he was stronger than her. She shrieked, trying in vain to 
cover her face, her vision swimming with tears. It hurt, it really 
hurt. She remembered the stinging pain of his fists, the sound of 
it pounding into her freshly bruised flesh, and how he yanked her 
long brown hair so hard she thought it would rip from her scalp— 
the hair her mother had always called lovely was nothing more 
than a tool to be used against her. She would always remember the 
yellowed florescent light overhead and the sound of kids shouting 
and laughing outside, uncaring of her cries for help.

She would not forget the wounded sound that tore out of him as 
he hit her. How he cried just as hard as she did, like he’d been the 
one being beaten.

“HAVE YOU SETTLED on a school yet?”
“Not yet.”
“Well, have you thought about it?”

“A little.”
Her mother sighed. She turned off the sink and wiped her hands 

with the dish rag. “Only a little? Penny, I’m starting to think that you 
don’t care about your future at all.”

Penelope rested her head on the kitchen table, turning her head to 
the side so that she could look up at her mother. “I do care. But mostly 
about getting out of Belleview. I don’t really care where I go.”

Her mother turned around to face her then. She still looked young 
and beautiful; no lines dented her olive toned skin. Penelope still 
found herself wishing she’d inherited her mother’s everything. “I 
didn’t raise a slacker who gets by on the wind,” the woman said, 
making dramatic gestures of the aforementioned wind with her 
hands. “I want you to maintain the focus you’ve had for all these 
years and finish strong. You need passion and drive to get to where 
you want in life, Penny. It’ll be your biggest regret if you don’t.”

Penelope closed her eyes and massaged her aching forehead. 

AFTER SHE’D LOST the fight, Penelope realized she would never 
be the toughest girl in school anymore. They’d both been suspend-
ed from Oaks Elementary for a week. When she returned, things 
weren’t the same. The group of girls she’d come to know as her posse 
played the silent game, and whenever she came near them, they’d 
pretend they couldn’t see her and when she spoke, they screamed, 
“Ah! Ghost!” and ran away shrieking with laughter. No one else 
wanted to talk to her either and avoided contact with her in an effort 
to preserve their own status.  

Every day after school she’d run home, fly through the front door 
to her room, and bury herself underneath the covers. When she grew 
weary of this, she decided to play a new game. If she couldn’t be the 
toughest, she’d be the smartest. Every answer she knew, her hand 
was always raised, and she’d taken to sitting in the very front of the 
class. She’d studied late into the night, practicing her long division, 
her eyes squinting in the dimness of her booklight. They’d called her 
a nerd, and a kiss-ass and everything else, but it didn’t bother her. 
Penelope would show them her worth. She knew she was the best, 
and soon, the teachers knew it too. There wasn’t a day that hadn’t 
passed where she wasn’t complimented or praised for her depth of 
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knowledge, “and at such a young age,” they’d coo. 
She hadn’t seen Kang since the day they got suspended. The 

whispers in the hallways told her that his parents had moved him 
to a different school. But no one forgot about what happened in 
the girls’ bathroom. No one ever let her forget it.

THE ONLY FRIENDSHIP she’d manage to salvage over the years 
was with Stephanie Mendoza. The girl was a waif, mousy and thin. 
She wasn’t much to talk to, but she was there. They ate lunch outside 
on the grass and watched students play basketball on the blacktop.

“Can’t believe it’s been four years.” Stephanie sighed and took a 
dainty bite of her homemade sandwich. 

Penelope only hummed in acknowledgment, taking a bite of her 
own sandwich. 

Stephanie continued, “I mean we’ll be graduating in, like, five 
months? It’s crazy. Isn’t that crazy?”

“It’s crazy.”
“It is crazy,” Stephanie agreed. Sometimes she sounded like 

Minnie Mouse and it was really hard to take anything she said 
seriously. “I wish I could just go back to being a kid. Go back to 
grade school and color, you know?” She grinned, tickled by her own 
musings, as if she were the first person to ever feel that way. 
“Wouldn’t that be amazing?”

According to anyone anywhere ever, childhood symbolized a 
simplistic stage of life that everyone yearned to return to. She’d been 
top of her class, yes. She’d been praised by teachers, of course. But 
the ache of loneliness she’d felt had never been filled. And nothing 
was worse than knowing you deserved it.

SHE FOUND OUT her father died the day before she started 
middle school. She wasn’t close to him and she barely knew anything 
about him, but she remembered the little green toy soldiers he’d send 
her on her birthdays. Her mom hated them, and she watched one 
morning as she yelled at him over the phone, about how toy soldiers 
weren’t fit for a young girl, how he was cheap and a bad father. But 
she liked them and kept them in the top drawer of the nightstand 
next to her bed.

Penelope didn’t cry, but her mom did. She lay curled up on the 
living room floor, clutching the cordless phone to her chest until 
her fists turned white. Penelope stood there for what felt like hours 
until her mother told her what happened. Something about him 
drinking and riding on a motorcycle and swerving into on- 
coming traffic. It had been more disturbing to watch her mom tell 
the story than to hear it. Her pretty face had been contorted with 
a pain so intense she might as well have been shot.

She went to Belleview Middle School the next day, dazed. She was 
so in her head that she hadn’t seen Lucas Kang until he was standing 
in front of her. She had to crane her neck up to look at him. He was so 
tall; he had at least two inches on her. He wasn’t so much gangly as 
he was lean, with broader shoulders. His inky black hair was pushed 
back and styled, curling slightly at the ends. His glasses were gone 
and she could see those slanted, pale-jade eyes staring down at her, 
completely devoid of emotion.

She wasn’t prepared for the fear. Her body racked with tremors, 
wondering what he would do or what he would say and—

Pleasepleasepleasepleasedon’thurtme. 
“My locker.” His voice had dropped, significantly. It was like he 

was another person. It only scared her more. 
“W-what?”
“My locker,” he repeated. This time, there was a flicker of annoy-

ance in his eyes. “You’re standing in front it.”
Her eyes flickered frantically around for a moment, her brain 

trying to translate what was happening. Then it clicked. With a 
startled, “Oh!” she sidestepped him and walked quickly down the 
hall. When she looked back she found him fiddling around with 
the combination lock before opening it. He didn’t seem upset at 
all; it didn’t seem as though he even remembered her. Two boys 
abruptly swooped in and crowded around him, high fiving and 
greeting each other. One of them excitedly picked Kang up and 
twirled him around. Their laughter was infectious, igniting the 
hallway with the amused laughter of other students. 

Friends from his other school, maybe, she’d thought numbly as 
she watched them.



68 / Occam's  Razor  Occam's  Razor /  69

Wallace

THOSE HAD BEEN the last words she’d ever exchanged with him. 
For the past six years, he’d barely even glanced her way. And as fate 
would have it, they never had the displeasure of being partnered 
up on school projects either. They ran in completely different circles, 
which saved her from any more awkward encounters. Which was 
fine with her.

Lucas Kang had grown up to be King Kang, big guy on cam-
pus. He was smart, too, and had taken her position as top 
student. After a while, she stopped trying to keep up with him. What 
was the point? He and his horde of admirers didn’t have anything 
to do with her, and she didn’t need anything from him. Not an 
apology, not his friendship, not his attention—nothing.

“MOM, THAT’S ENOUGH,” Penelope moaned. “It’s hot out here 
and I’m thirsty.”

Her mother didn’t seem to hear her though. Penelope was 
horrified to find that she was crying to the point that her mascara 
had started to run down her blushed cheeks. 

“Just one more.” She positioned the camera, sniffling, and mo-
tioned for Stephanie to move in closer. Penelope adjusted her blue 
cap and gown and gave the camera another cheesy and forced smile. 
She winced as her mother fussed over the image. Penelope looked 
at Stephanie disparagingly while Stephanie, who was much nicer 
than she was, grinned. 

Her mom finally released them and Penelope excused herself, 
walking past cheering graduates and tearful parents who loitered 
in front of the school. The newly liberated teens congratulated one 
another and Penelope was surprised when a student she barely 
knew congratulated her too. She pasted on a smile and returned the 
sentiment. 

The ceremony was over, so when she walked through the doors, 
the hallway was empty. She looked at the blue-colored streamers that 
decorated the walls of Belleview High, appreciating the school spirit 
but deciding she wouldn’t miss it. She wandered aimlessly through 
the hall, letting herself cool off from the sweltering heat outside. 
She found the water fountain near the trophy case and leaned over 
to drink from it, sighing in relief. 

Footsteps sounded through the corridor, echoing off the walls. She 
looked up, jolted at the sight of Lucas Kang swaggering toward her, 
or rather, past her. He wasn’t wearing his cap and gown; instead, 
he had them slung over his right arm. He wore a crisp white dress 
shirt that he’d cuffed at his elbows with black slacks and dress shoes. 
When he noticed her, he flashed a friendly smile that showed off 
his dimples. Then he came up short, stopping as he realized who he 
was looking at. His smiled faded.

She straightened and they stood there in the empty hallway, just 
staring at each other. Her palms started to sweat and she wrung 
her hands together, waiting for him to say something. Anything.

He finally gave her a single nod. “Congratulations,” then he glided 
past her.

He was going to walk away? Just like that? This was probably the 
last time they would see each other and all he could do was offer her 
some inept platitude? Did he truly not remember? Had she faded 
from his memory completely? Abruptly, inexplicably desperate, she 
called out to him. “I’m sorry.”

He slowed to a stop.
“I’m sorry about what happened. When we were kids. I’m sorry.”
He only turned his head to look back at her. She saw then, in 

his stiffened gait, that he knew. He remembered. He knew her. 
His jaw clenched and his eyebrows furrowed, but he didn’t seem 
angry. As he stared at her, she felt for all the world that he was 
determining her worth. Those pale jade eyes glinted sharply against 
the fluorescent light. And in that moment, she could admit it to 
herself: he was beautiful. God, he was beautiful. Her chest tight- 
ened at the knowledge of it, feeling is if it were the only thing she’d 
ever been truthful about.

Penelope was crying and she swiped at the wetness on her cheeks 
feeling more inadequate with every passing moment. “I’m sorry. 
Sorry. I’m—,” her voice caught. She was having trouble breathing and 
her face was hot. I’m a liar, she wanted to say. 

Lucas’ mouth pressed into a thin line. He shrugged, nodded, 
then turned and walked out the door. She stood there for several 
moments. Staring down the length of her gown at her heels, her 
vision blurred with warm tears. She swallowed past the lump in 
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her throat, thinking that the line between love and hate had been 
a lot thinner than she’d thought. She slowly sank down to the floor, 
sitting cross-legged, and—finally—sobbed until her lungs burned. diSh SoAp

Christopher Dare

When I was eight 
my older brother 
told me to ask my mom 
what it was. At dinner
I posed the question 
felt my face grow hot
from the force of her 
cool hands holding 
my mouth shut 
while I choked on liquid dish soap.

The next morning 
I lay on the floor 
with a dictionary the length of my torso and the width of a double bass
unsatisfied 
and told my brother 
he was a cunning cunctator that I cun cunds nothing.
It’s not in there, dumbass, he said 
without looking up from the TV 
where he sent Mario racing 
furiously across the screen 
desperate to defeat King Koopa.

Later the men at the gas station 
next door 
doubled over 
and hid their mouths 
behind greasy fingers 
when I asked them 
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what it was
the way a child asks 
if they can have some water
or why the sky is blue 
and told me 
to go home 
and ask my mother.

I

bLAckboArd rAciSM

Mariah Collins

N 1954, segregation in schools was found to be unjust (BROWN v 
BOARD).
“I have another story that you can use for your class,” Nana says 

as we turn onto Campus Drive, heading to Cal State East Bay. “I’ll 
make sure that I write it down ahead of time so you can write it.” 

FROM TIME TO TIME, Nana tells me stories from her childhood. 
Sometimes we are sitting on the brown leather sofa in her living 
room, or in the kitchen as she cleans up or prepares a meal. Nana 
retells the memories that she will never forget, and I, a very attentive 
listener, sit sideways on the hard wooden chair. It can be a story that 
she has told me before, but with a new detail or a new scene. Just like 
great movies, the stories never get old.

A few weeks later, she delivers her stories to my room. Front to 
back, the once empty sheet of paper is now filled with her cursive 
handwriting. Her story begins in the second sentence:

 My father insisted that his children attend an integrated school to receive 
a quality education. We attended Byng High School in Ada, Oklahoma.

September 1955 my life changed forever. My sister, a sophomore in 
high school, and I, a freshman, were the only Black students attending the 
school the first year. About five more Black students came the next year. 
We left our friends behind without much of a chance to make new friends. 
Much to our surprise, we did make new friends. We never experienced any 
racism with the students. I experienced the worst racism ever from some of 
the teachers.

We tend to think of teachers as role models. We expect them to 
lead by example, by showing a higher moral code than the students 
they are paid to teach. Sitting through some of her classes at Byng 
High, Nana wouldn’t have thought that.
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In Biology, Mr. T stood in front of the class going through the 
day’s lesson. He held up a clear glass bottle for the class to see. Inside 
the bottle was a preserved tapeworm suspended in the translucent 
yellowish liquid.

A student raised their hand. “Mr. T, where did that tapeworm 
come from?”

“This one right here,” he said, tapping the bottle, “came out of 
a nigger woman’s belly.” Knowing that Nana was present, he still 
showed no shame of what he had said.

In math class, it was no different. Mr. K would stand up in front of 
the class giving the students word problems that would start, “Now, 
say you have five stones and a nigger shooter...” He could have 
easily called it a sling shot. But he didn’t. He could have taken into 
consideration that Martha, his only African American student, would 
be offended by his word choice. But he didn’t.

Nana was often embarrassed by racist comments such as these. 
She noticed that the other students, too, would look uncom- 
fortable. But what could they really do when the teacher’s word, in 
a classroom setting, was practically law? Were some of the students 
wondering if it was worth getting into trouble for calling their 
teacher out on his wrongdoing? Or did they just hope they could 
ignore it for the time being and not think about their classmate, 
whom these types of comments affected the most?

WE WERE MEMBERS of the FHA (Future Homemakers of Amer-
ica). We had a conference in Oklahoma City every year. We’re not 
allowed to attend the banquet portion of the conference because 
Blacks were not allowed to eat at the restaurant. My adult sister and 
her family lived in Oklahoma City. They picked us up and prepared 
dinner for us. We could attend the conference because my sister lived 
there. I did it that way for four years.

Back in middle school, Nana and her sister, Eva, were a part of 
the New Homemakers of America. They and the other students in 
the program from Napier Middle School, an all-Black school, all got 
in the bus for their field trip. During the outing, their teacher drove 
the bus full of kids to the local drive-in restaurant. After getting 
everyone’s order, their teacher went inside to order the food. Soon, 

she was back in the bus waiting for their order to be ready.
The carhop, in her blue dress and white apron, came out of the 

drive-in, balancing their order on her tray. Seeing her approaching 
the bus, the teacher rolled down her driver’s side window. The smell 
of grilled onions and fresh french fries filled the bus as the carhop, 
smiling, handed over their food and drinks. Leaving, she took the 
empty tray back with her inside of the restaurant. The kids and the 
teacher ate hungrily.

As they finished and began passing their empty fry baskets and 
glasses up to the teacher, the carhops inside the restaurant began 
to notice them. Through the window of the restaurant, a few of the 
carhops grumbled among themselves, glaring towards the bus.

Eventually, a different carhop came to the bus to collect the 
dishes. With a look of disgust, she got what she came for and 
stormed off. But she wasn’t heading back inside. Nana watched the 
woman take the tray, filled with the dishes she and her classmates 
just used, and throw them all away in the dumpster on the side of 
the restaurant. The faint sound of glasses breaking could be heard 
through the closed door of the bus.

This teacher, whose name I have forgotten, had skin that was so 
light she looked White. Nana said the woman wasn’t trying to pass as 
White. “She never told the people working there that she was White. 
They just assumed it.” But if she is aware that she could be seen as 
a White woman but chooses not to say she is a Black woman, could 
that still be considered passing?

MY SISTER AND I, as sophomores, attended a drama class. We were 
both asked to play the Black maid in the play. My dad wouldn’t allow us to 
play that part.

In the Byng High School drama department, older photos of the 
past productions put on by the school were displayed in the hall 
outside of the theater. The black and white photographs showed the 
student cast in their costumes, either posing for the picture or on 
the stage performing. The maid in the previous years was always a 
White student wearing black face paint. Nana and Eva’s father 
learned of this and would not allow either of his children to play 
that part.
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Not wanting to lose this opportunity, their teacher, Mrs. J, tried 
to reason with their father. “Eva’s grade could be negatively affected 
if she doesn’t take the part of the maid.”

“Well then,” their father said thoughtfully, “she could play 
the part.” The drama teacher’s face broke into a smile. Then he 
continued, “Only if she is allowed to paint her face black.”

The relief on her face turned to confusion. “Paint her face black? 
But why?”

“Isn’t that what the other students did in the past?” 
“Well, yes, but,” she stumbled trying to find the right words. “I 

don’t know—”
“That’s the only way my daughter will play that role.” He waited 

for her response.
She needed Eva in the play, but she could tell that Eva’s father 

wasn’t going to have a change of heart. Mrs. J considered this and 
finally replied, “I can just find another part in the play for her. That 
way her grade won’t be affected.”

Their father agreed to the teacher’s new terms.

I HAVE NOT been back to the school since that day I graduated, May 
1959. I have never attended a class reunion. I have always been invited to 
the class reunions. One of my high school friends, Wayne, is the organizer 
of the reunions. We have kept in touch, and when I’m in Oklahoma, we go 
out to lunch.

It isn’t easy for Nana to revisit some of her more painful memo-
ries of the racism she had to endure. She still hasn’t read her train 
story that I wrote for class, but I understand it has nothing to do 
with my writing. That day in the car, as she retells her days in 
high school, she mentions that she never explained to her friend 
Wayne why she didn’t want to attend any of her class reunions. 
Now that she is allowing me to tell her stories, she expressed that 
she would like to maybe one day tell him the reason. I hope that 
she, too, will use her voice and write her story.

WhAt i MiSS

Trevor Ruth

I do not miss the lilac scent
Of the voice that drew me near
Nor the rolling tongue that learned to sing
The words of lost, forgotten hymns,
Locked within the tree-ring grooves 
Of bargain-bin vinyl.
Lord have mercy. How she danced
And threw her copper hair across the sun of dawn. 
Glowing and vibrant with the heat of 
ZoSo and In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida.

I do not miss her tungsten skin,
Etched with the ghost of Calliope. 
The Illustrated Woman;
But only when she turned in that way
That exposed the nylon flesh of her legs and shoulders.
Ink like bruises, 
Fashioned by the fists of memory. 

I do not miss the cabernet blood 
That she drew from her lip 
As if to relish the very aroma it left.
Fingers cradled round the glass with 
Neighbouring thumb stuck between pages of Yeats. 
Fermented cheese and salad greens
Make for a perfect evening snack. 

I do not miss the ivory smile
That glitters across the green of her gaze,
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Barely visible before her lip:
An invitation to chase her laugh
(Hot and acidic in her throat) with another.
If only I was grown by a year or so,
My ambitions not so great.
But isn’t that what kept this polarized
Connection between us alive:
The promise of another rendezvous?

I guess that was what I missed the most:
The bi-monthly arrangements in
Downtown coffee shops with windows
Streaked in winter wind.
Fingers locked in prayer-formation 
Before our steaming mugs,
Where we drew each other’s breaths away
In the reciting of our verse.
But coffee shops close and calls cannot return
Unless you allow them to.

And so, our song must go unfinished,
Lest fate should bring it back to life 
And pull us back together.
Until then, I alone must wait in empty coffee shops,
Longing for a reason to talk about Yeats.

S HE DIDN’T REMEMBER where her mom bought it. All she 
could remember is that Mom started wearing it when they went 
selling at the swap meet one July day, years and years ago. Mom 

would wear it even though the tarp was up, the sun was down, and 
her skin already dark from years and years of sun. 

It was made of corn husks, each strand delicately woven into and 
above, over and folded, straightened and tuckered under another 
strand. On the brim, three flowers were nestled into the hat, one yel-
low, one green, and the biggest red. Each Sunday night, Mom would 
unload the boxes and lower her head, waiting for her to tiptoe so she 
could remove it. Then they would giggle and rush into the kitchen 
to heat up the previous day’s frijoles and fry some old tortillas.

At night, while Mom slept on the couch, snoring past the 
melodramas and advertisements, she’d go into their room, where the 
hat rested, and run her hands across each groove, each worn line. 
She’d caress the flowers, talking to them as if they were real, some-
thing her mom did to their plants in the front yard so they would 
grow taller. Stronger. Maybe another red flower would bloom. 
She’d raise it over her head, turn to the mirror. She’d stare at her 
reflection. Too short.

At times she’d talk to herself, so she’d grow taller. Stronger. Maybe 
someday she’d bloom.

bLooM

Aurora Ramos
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White

A dAncE for díA dE LoS rEyES MAgoS 
Emilie White

HE MORE NOISE Chase made with the paper wrapper around 
his third burrito of the afternoon, the more Leah Green felt 
her irritation rise. The speedometer on the dashboard of her 

car rose steadily as she sped down the crumbling two-lane high-
way towards her hometown of Blueridge, nestled in the mountains 
of Central California. Their friend Katie sat beside Leah in the 
passenger seat, browsing songs on her iPhone, which was hooked 
up to the car’s speakers. Leah eyed Chase in the rearview mirror. He 
reached the end of his burrito, crumpled the wrapper, and tossed 
it lazily into the empty takeout bag on the seat beside him. He 
picked up Burrito Number Four, and pulled back the paper.

Leah sighed.
“Ignore him,” said Katie, without looking up from her playlist. 
“We could have stopped anywhere. Anywhere. Gotten him literally 

anything to eat that he wanted. And what did he choose? Taco Bell.”
“Aw, come on—” mumbled Chase through a mouthful of steak, 

beans, and tortilla.
“Not only is Taco Bell across the street from campus, where you 

can, I don’t know, WALK TO IT, but I’m literally taking you home, 
where we have real Mexican food that doesn’t taste like cardboard—”

“The idea that tortillas at Taco Bell taste like cardboard is a vicious 
stereotype,” Chase said, interrupting her.

“Cut it out, both of you,” Katie groaned, sinking into her seat. “You 
can’t take it personally, L, Chase’ll eat anything, you know that.” 
Katie rolled her eyes and settled even deeper into the passenger seat. 

“Ana says we’re having tamales tonight,” Leah told them. “Her 
mom makes them a lot during the holidays. Then you’ll see I’m right.”

“What’s a tamale made out of?” Chase asked, crumpling the paper 
wrapper.

T

“Please tell me I don’t have to stop this car.”
“Oh, now you got her started…” Katie muttered. “God, Chase, 

even I’ve had a tamale, and I’m from Seattle.”
“Are you seriously telling me you’ve never had—”
“Hey look, I found that old Carly Rae Jepsen song,” Katie inter- 

jected, reaching for the volume dial. 
As the bubblegum pop blasted through the speakers, and she 

sang along to the words with her friends, Leah fought to mask her 
growing apprehension. When Leah had been growing up in 
Blueridge, most of her classmates had been Mexican-American. 
She’d fallen in love with mariachi music, telenovelas, and yes, 
authentic burritos, and yelled in Spanish on the elementary school 
playground. Some days, even now, she almost felt more comfortable 
speaking in Spanish, the language feeling like verbal comfort food 
that rolled more easily off her tongue.

Her classmates in college, though, were a different matter. More 
than two years earlier, Leah had left lettuce and strawberry fields 
behind for the small private college she attended with Chase and 
Katie in the San Francisco Bay. There, she’d found she wasn’t the 
minority. Somehow, she blended into the scene more than she 
ever had growing up, disappearing into the mob of students 
swarming from class to class, a sea of predominately white 
faces. Sometimes, though, she felt as though she stuck out more 
than ever. She’d found Katie by chance in one of the dorm’s study 
rooms freshman year, and they’d gradually bonded. Chase had 
bounded into their lives one evening in the dining hall a year 
later, carrying a teetering tray of food as he always did, looking 
for a place to sit in the cramped room, swamped with students 
during the dinner rush hour.

Both Chase and Katie had had upbringings that couldn’t be 
more different from Leah’s. Katie’s family was from the Pacific 
Northwest, and Chase’s from the L.A. area, so both fell easily into 
the Bay’s latte-laden, designer-jeans-filled world. Leah had 
desperately wanted to show off her small hometown to them for 
over a year, and to introduce them to Ana, her best friend since the 
age of three. Ana was the Ron to her Harry, the Han to her 
Luke, the vibrant socialite to Leah’s introverted, shy artist. Even 
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though the trip had so far proceeded as planned, even down to 
the time they had allotted to pull off into a Gilroy exit about half- 
way through the trip to satisfy Chase’s inevitable need for a snack, 
Leah was still nervous. Other people weren’t as adept at jumping 
between worlds as she was.

As the song ended, Chase tapped Katie on the shoulder from the 
backseat, and she turned the music down. “Wait,” Chase said, his 
eyes moving to Leah. “You said Marcos still lives in Blueridge, right?”

Leah’s chest tightened. She didn’t look at him. “Yeah.”
Katie straightened in interest. “Do we get to meet him?”
Marcos was Leah and Ana’s other best friend, a burly Latino guy 

who had graduated salutatorian to Leah’s valedictorian. Marcos and 
Leah had hated each other in middle school, fighting to top each 
other in each of their classes. Gradually, though, they’d grown 
fond of each other, becoming best friends after being the only ones 
present at several sessions of tutoring the summer before AP 
Biology. Rather than go off to a four-year university after graduation, 
though, Marcos had chosen to attend the community college a 
few towns away from Blueridge, so that he could remain with his 
family and work part-time to help pay off the debts his parents 
faced from his father’s dual knee replacement surgery after years 
of working in the fields.

“I don’t know…”
The truth was, while she’d told Katie and Chase about Marcos, 

even the way he’d held her hand the evening before she’d gone 
back to school after Thanksgiving break, Leah wasn’t sure Marcos 
wanted to talk to her, much less her friends.

“I want to meet him,” Katie said, settling back down into the chair. 
“He hasn’t called me,” Leah said quietly.
“Have you called him?” Chase asked pointedly.
“Well, no, but—”
“You could do it, you know,” said Chase. “Girls can call first.”
Katie twisted in her seat to shoot him a glare. “You’re one to talk. 

You call every girl that blinks at you—”
“Hey, it’s all a game, the ‘who chases who’ thing,” said Chase. 

“I’m a highly sexual being.”
“Tell me you didn’t just say that,” said Leah. 

Chase shrugged absentmindedly, but Leah noticed the familiar 
dark look that crossed Katie’s face as she turned back around in 
her seat, shifting unhappily.

“Let’s just get to Ana’s house, and not worry about Marcos,” Leah 
said. “She’s probably dying to go down to the festival already.”

“But we haven’t had tamales yet,” said Chase innocently. Almost 
in unison, Katie and Leah rolled their eyes, grinning despite 
themselves.

When they drove into the driveway, Ana came bursting out of 
the house, arms spread wide. She enveloped Leah in a hug, even 
though one of Leah’s legs was still in the car, then threw her 
arms happily around Chase and Katie at the same time, who looked 
taken aback.

“I’m so happy to meet you!” Ana said excitedly. “Come in!”
As Ana took off, dragging Katie behind her, Chase leaned in to 

whisper to Leah. “Jesus, when you said she was your opposite, I 
thought you were exaggerating…”

Inside the house, Ana had finally let go of Katie when they’d 
reached the kitchen, and was now spooning a plate of food for 
her. María Elena, Ana’s mother, stood at the stove, stirring a pot of 
beans. Leah went over to her and embraced her warmly. “Ha sido 
bastante tiempo, querida,” María Elena said.

“I know…but I’ve only been back at school a week!” Leah an-
swered her in Spanish.

“¿Y cómo te van las clases?” 
“Class is good.” The Spanish words rolled lazily around her 

mouth. “I don’t really like one of my literature classes, though.”
“¿Qué piensan tus amigos del pueblo?” María Elena asked with a 

small smile, watching Ana push Katie towards the table with one 
hand, while balancing her plate in the other.

“We came straight here, so I haven’t gotten to show them much 
of the town yet.”

“El chico es bastante guapo,” María Elena responded slyly, her 
eyes somewhere over Leah’s head. Leah remembered Chase, and 
turned to find him watching her. “I didn’t understand a word of 
that,” he muttered.

“Sorry,” said Leah, gesturing to Ana’s mother. “Chase, this is Ana’s 
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mom, la señora Espinoza. Este es mi amigo, Chase. Nos conocimos en la 
universidad.”

“It is…a pleasure…to meet you,” said María Elena in heavily 
accented English.

“Back at you,” said Chase, shaking her hand awkwardly.
Ana appeared by Leah’s side, having deposited a plate with two 

tamales, rice, and refried beans in front of Katie, who looked down 
at the plate with a vaguely bemused look.

“I’m told que nunca has comido un tamal,” Ana said, eyeing Chase 
in a way Leah could only describe as seductive.

“You’ve never eaten a tamale,” Leah said after Chase looked at her 
for an explanation.

“Nope,” he said, shaking his head. Before long, he was seated 
next to Katie and his own plate was deposited in front of him. Leah 
helped herself to food, and sat across from them, Ana plopping down 
beside her.

“So, what do you guys study?” Ana asked eagerly.
“Um…English and Political Science,” said Katie. “Chase does 

Physics.”
“Lord,” said Ana, turning to Leah. “You do like the scientists, 

don’t you?”
Chase’s head jerked up, and his fork was poised in midair on 

the way to his mouth.
“What?” Leah said.
“First Marcos the Chemist, now Chase the Physicist…” Ana’s eyes 

were firecrackers.
“Hey, wait a minute, we’re not—” Leah began, but Chase broke in.  
“We’ve been trying to get her to call Marcos, but she won’t do it,” 

he said. 
“I don’t know,” Ana said shrugging. “I haven’t heard from him 

much lately, either.”
“So, I get my best friends in a room, introduce two to a new 

culture…and we have to talk about my lack of a love life,” said Leah.
“Algunas cosas son universales,” said Ana happily. “Some things 

translate, no matter what language you speak. Common ground, 
as they say.” She turned back to Katie and Chase. “Are you guys 
ready for the festival?”

“Of course!” said Chase. “I’ve been told it’s the social event of the 
season in Blueridge.”

Leah socked him playfully across the table. “Día de los Reyes 
Magos is a big deal here,” she said. “I think it’s a Mexican thing 
in general?”

“In my family, anyway,” said Ana. “On January 6th, we celebrate 
when the Wise Men visited the baby Jesus. Apparently for this 
town, that means we have a festival. There’ll be live music and 
dancing! We can have Rosca de Reyes!”

“Dancing?” Katie asked, her face going blank, but Chase cut 
across her.

“Is Rosca de Reyes food?” he asked.

WHEN LEAH, ANA, Chase, and Katie walked up to the booths 
that lined la Avenida Central, they could already hear the sound 
of trumpets and accordions through speakers down the block. 
The street was lined with tables and wooden booths, painted in 
white, chipping paint. Some of the stalls sold crafts, while 
others were stocked with every type of burrito, taco, and enchilada 
a girl could ever dream of. Ana zipped up her hoodie and looked 
at Leah. “You owe me a dance, you know,” she said, beaming. “It’s 
tradition now!”

“Always,” Leah shouted over the music. “But I promised I’d get 
Chase some Rosca first.”

“Oh, fiiiiine…”
The most popular bakery in Blueridge had set up a booth right 

near a small stage and dance floor. On the stage, three men in 
traditional mariachi clothing played a jaunty, lilting melody. On 
the ground, three couples danced—the men dressed in sombreros, 
white-colored shirts and pants, and white boots, the women in full, 
multicolored folklórico skirts, the edges of which they held and 
swung above their heads like fans. The men stomped their heels 
in repeated patterns as the women’s skirts flew. Other couples—
some men and women, but parents and children as well, but all in 
more modern clothes—were scattered on the dance floor around 
them.  While some swayed across from each other, not even holding 
hands, others clutched their partner as though they were holding 
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on for dear life.
Ana and Katie declared they’d go find a table, so Chase and Leah 

stood in line at the Rosca de Reyes booth together. Chase’s blue eyes 
followed the couples on the floor, who danced, nimble-footed, to 
the lilting beat of the music.

“What?” Leah murmured, watching him.
Chase’s eyes flicked to Leah, then back to the dancers almost 

immediately. “Can you do that?” he asked softly.
“Do what?”
He gestured vaguely to the couples. “Dance like that,” he said, 

still quietly.
“Yeah,” Leah said.
Chase watched them for a beat, then looked back at Leah. 

“That’s…really cool.”
“I mean…I’m not great,” said Leah. “But the beat’s so catchy 

that most of it is pretty easy to pick up. Some of the songs have 
coordinated dances, though, that’s when you really run into 
trouble.”

Chase pulled at the scarf around his neck. By then, they had 
reached the head of the line. Leah ordered a Rosca and carried the 
sweet bread, baked into a giant circle and decorated with candied 
fruit and sugar, back to the table where Katie and Ana bobbed 
along to the music. “You got it!” said Ana, turning around.

Leah set the large tray on the table between them, taking off the 
plastic lid.

“So what’s the story behind this, again?” Katie asked, eyeing the 
Rosca.

“So…” Leah tried. “There’s little baby Jesuses baked in the bread—”
“… say that again?” said Chase as he sat down next to Leah.
“Shut up.” Leah reached for the words. “It’s a Día de los Reyes 

Magos tradition. Many families either buy or make one on January 
6th. They’re little dolls that represent the baby Jesus. They’re plastic, 
so you don’t eat them, but if you get a piece of bread with the baby 
Jesus in it, it means you’ll have good luck for the new year.”

“It can mean different things,” Ana said. “Depends on the 
family. Like, in mine, if you get el santo niño, you have to clean the 
whole house and cook a nice dinner for everyone.”

“I think your mother capitalizes on her children,” Leah told her.
Ana cut each of them a slice, and they ate together in relative 

silence before the band onstage switched songs. Ana whirled 
around to Leah.

“Now we have to dance!”
“Why, what song is this?” Katie asked.
“They’re covering Mi Banda El Mexicano!” Ana crowed. “Leah 

loves them!”
Mi Banda El Mexicano was indeed one of Leah’s favorite artists, 

but as the familiar rhythms flooded across the dance floor, uncom-
fortable memories burst into Leah’s brain. One of the reasons she 
was so fond of the band went back to Ana’s Quinceañera, a lavish 
party thrown by some Latino families for their daughters for their 
fifteenth birthday, to celebrate the beginning of their womanhood. 
Ana had begged both Leah and Marcos to come, and, both knowing 
that Leah had never attended a Quince and aware of her fondness 
for her comfort zone, Marcos had suggested to her that they attend 
together. For Leah, “Bailando de Caballito” and Mi Banda El Mexi- 
cano in general immediately brought back the too-warm dance hall, 
an evening spent with Marcos, and the feeling of his hand as he 
pulled her in closer to teach her the steps…

But before she could complain, Ana was dragging her to the floor, 
and they danced together, Katie and Chase watching them from the 
table. After a few beats, they began to tap back and forth, leaning 
from their toes to their heels, and eventually beginning to swing 
their elbows and shoulders and kick their heels higher. Despite her 
associations with the song, the music gave Leah a sense of peace. 
She felt more in her element than she ever did around the bubble- 
gum pop and wannabe rap at school.

“We should drag your friends out here,” Ana said to her in Spanish 
as they danced.

“Katie wants Chase to dance with her,” Leah replied, keeping the 
Spanish up.

“Chase wants to dance with you,” Ana said, catching her eye.
“…what?”
“You heard me,” said Ana, her eyes sparkling, twirling as she 

danced back and forth.
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“No, he doesn’t—”
“It’s okay. Due to the wild, dramatic tension between the three of 

you, I’ll take the fall and dance with him for you.”
“I didn’t know you had thing for white boys,” Leah teased.
“There’s something about the pale, tall and bony that sets my 

heart aflutter,” Ana sassed back, executing another full turn. “Seri-
ously, though, don’t you think he’s hot in that coat?”

Ana didn’t wait for her best friend’s answer, diving back to 
the table. Ana shot Leah a devilish look, and reached for Katie, 
spinning her away from the other two. Chase looked at Leah.

Leah thought vaguely that she could have cheerfully killed Ana.
“Come dance,” she said awkwardly to Chase, jerking her head 

towards the dance floor.
“Sure,” he said, bounding to his feet and following her.
When she reached the center, she turned back to see Chase looking 

at her with a mixture of expectation and what she then realized was 
nervousness. “Just…go back and forth,” she tried to teach him, but 
they couldn’t get on the same beat together. Then the song switched. 
It was “Bailando de Caballito.”

Wordlessly, Leah took Chase’s arm and led him over to Ana. “Ana, 
you teach him.” Before either Ana or Chase could interject, Leah 
exited the dance floor, and perched back on top of the table they’d 
vacated.

It was then she saw Marcos. He was sitting with his elder brother, 
Roberto, a couple of tables away in a faded hoodie and jeans, and as 
soon as Leah spotted him, they made eye contact.

Leah hadn’t wanted to admit it to herself, but she’d missed him. 
She’d missed him so much that seeing him now, even though it had 
only been a month and a half, made her chest loosen, as though, 
suddenly, she’d regained the ability to breathe before having 
realized she’d lost it. He was so familiar that it almost hurt. They 
stood there for a moment, just looking at each other. A strand of 
Marcos’s dark hair flopped down in front of his left eye, and 
he pushed it away. Suddenly, Leah realized that there was no 
surprise, no look of recognition typically seen in someone who had 
just spotted a friend. Even though she had just noticed him now, 
he clearly had seen her earlier.

Marcos stood up and moved over to her, standing next to her 
without meeting her eyes.

“Hey.”
“Hi.”
“The song…” he gestured vaguely.
“Yep.”
“You’ve dropped off the face of the earth lately,” Leah said, finally 

breaking the quiet and turning towards him.
He turned towards her, too. “I know.”
“And—”
“Look, you know I’m not good with figuring out how to say 

things,” he said, interrupting her.
“Say it in Spanish then—”
“No, I mean,” he said quietly, finally meeting her eyes. “Some 

things are just hard to say. For me, anyway.”
“Why?”
Marcos looked away from her, across the dance floor. Chase, 

Katie, and Ana were dancing in a circle. While Katie seemed to have 
a handle on the steps, Chase loomed awkwardly, as though his 
limbs were too big for him.

“Are those the friends you used to talk about?” Marcos asked her 
quietly after a moment.

 “Yeah, that’s Katie, and—”
“Chase.”
Leah studied Marcos, turning to face him more fully. “What does 

that look mean?”
Marcos shrugged. “Look, let’s just go dance.”
He took her hand, and led her gently onto the floor. As they 

moved on the beat together, he slipped his hand around her waist. 
Gradually, she could feel him pulling her closer to him, and then 
he was holding her tightly. She leaned her head against him, and 
could feel his heartbeat ramming against his chest.

They danced in silence for a while. Leah searched desperately for 
something to say. “I’m taller than you in these boots,” she said finally, 
feeling inadequate.

“Not for this dance,” he said quietly.
The song ended and they pulled apart. “Look, since Thanksgiving, 
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I’ve been meaning to call—” Leah began, but Marcos was looking 
over her shoulder.

Chase was walking up, a broad grin on his face. “Are you Marcos?” 
he asked.

“Yeah.”
Chase stuck out a hand. “I’m Chase, I’ve heard a lot about you!”
“Yeah, I know who you are.” Marcos’s voice was quiet, and the 

smile he tried to muster disappeared almost as quickly as it had 
come. To an outsider, they must make a funny picture, Leah real-
ized. She stood between two guys who couldn’t be more different—
tall, gangly, blond Chase in his thick woolen coat and scarf, and 
the shorter, thicker, browner Marcos in his hoodie.

“I better go, Leah,” Marcos said, subconsciously tugging on the 
sleeves of his jacket.

Leah felt something well back up inside her. “Marc, wait, I—”
But Marcos was gone almost as quickly as he had come. Chase 

looked at Leah in bewilderment. “What happened?”
“I don’t know.” Leah didn’t meet his eyes. “Let’s go.”
“There was leftover Rosca, want some more?” Chase asked as 

Leah charged back to their table without looking behind her. She 
nodded, and Chase took the plastic covering off the tray, cutting her 
a piece of the bread.

When Chase handed her the slice of Rosca, Leah searched every 
inch of it for the Baby Jesus, but didn’t find him. She checked again. 
Just in case.

interviewer

What was your time at Cal State East Bay like?

CAnDACe eros DíAz

It was very healing for me, actually. I had just transferred out of UC 
Berkeley on the pre-med track. I’m a writer, and that’s as “opposite of 
the end of the spectrum” as you can get. I was licking my wounds when 
I landed at Hayward and not really knowing what to do. I realized I 
wasn’t going to be a doctor, which was a far-fetched idea to begin with.

interviewer

Was that a childhood dream or something your parents wanted you 
to do?

DíAz

Both. I love science. But I was eighteen and dying at Berkeley, taking 
these hardcore science classes. I hated the competition. I did it for three 
years. I didn’t know what the fuck I was doing. So when I came to 
CSUEB, I was sick of school. I contemplated not even getting my BA; 

i n t e r v i e w
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that’s what Berkeley did to me. Then I sort of just dug in and said, “I 
gotta do this, I have to do this.” So I declared English. I always loved 
reading. I always loved literature, and I could write an English essay 
pretty easily. I thought I would be able to finish my BA if I studied 
English. So I did. I landed in [Professor Stephen] Gutierrez’s creative 
writing class to fulfill a requirement. I only started writing creatively 
then. Gutierrez’s creative writing classes and mentorship changed every-
thing for me.

interviewer

Were you a bookish child?

DíAz

I read a lot of books when I was a kid. I had a couple of diaries, but I 
wasn’t a consistent journaler. I didn’t write all the time. I think I wrote a 
couple of poems when I was in grade school, and maybe a story in high 
school. But nothing significant.

interviewer

So you never really thought of yourself as a writer?

DíAz

Never. Not until I landed at CSUEB. And that’s the silver lining of 
my failure at Berkeley. I don’t know what I would’ve been doing if I 
hadn’t found Stephen Gutierrez’s class, had him literally take me into 
his office and teach me the important lesson of rejection. He had me 
wrap up one of my incredibly horrible stories and send it off with a 
self-addressed, stamped envelope, teaching me how to format my 
story for publication. This is literally what you do. You are going to send 
your story to this magazine. Another far-fetched idea. The magazine was 
Zyzzyva, for Christ’s sake. I mean, my God, I’m still trying to get into 
that magazine.

interviewer

It’s a local literary magazine, right? In San Francisco?

DíAz

Yeah. But I mean, there was no way my story was going to get into 
the magazine, but it was more about the lesson, about being rejected, 
about how to get my story out into the world. It was a good early lesson. 

I started writing more earnestly. Again, I was so sick of school at that 
time, I’m sure I didn’t give my all. I don’t think I understood what was 
happening to me during that time. Until, of course, now—I can see that 
he was turning me into a writer.

interviewer

You received the Steinbeck Fellowship. What is the project you were 
working on that got you that?

DíAz

This novel-in-progress, which was my thesis in nonfiction. It’s about 
my women ancestors. My great-great-grandmother, my great-grand-
mother and my grandmother.

interviewer

Where are they from?

DíAz

Mexico, and Brawley, CA, is where my mother was raised and born. 
The novel is going to be three novellas. So the middle novella is what I 
submitted for the Steinbeck.

interviewer

Is it creative nonfiction or fiction?

DíAz

I don’t know. I’ll let the publishers decide that.

interviewer

The line for that is arbitrary sometimes.

DíAz

I recoil from the word “genre.” It’s the business of writing. I guess I 
would call it creative nonfiction or stories, if I had to call it something. 
A lot of it is fiction, though. I only know little bits of fact.

interviewer

Do you write differently when it comes to fiction and nonfiction?

DíAz

No. It’s all painful.
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interviewer

Are you a schedule writer?

DíAz

Hell no. I’m kind of a binge writer. But as I’ve gotten older and more 
serious about my writing, it pulls at me a lot stronger than it used to. 
I’m constantly thinking about it, constantly thinking when I’m not doing 
it that I should be doing it. The process of writing nonfiction and fiction, 
though—it’s not really different. I find myself using my imagination a 
lot in both.

interviewer

Do you do any research for your creative nonfiction?

DíAz

Yeah. That’s part of my big fear with this project that I’m working on 
with the Steinbeck. It’s historical in scope so it requires research. I’ve 
done a little bit of research for it. I don’t know what kind of cars were 
around in 1932, or if there were cars. I feel kind of dumb about that stuff. 
The vernacular, as well. I know certain people who are good at this 
sort of thing. I find myself latching on to these people who know better 
than me. I ask them what their resources are and what’s their process. 
More research will likely go into the revisions of the novel. I’m just not 
feeling the research right now.

interviewer

I think writing without the research can produce interesting work at 
first.

DíAz

There will be a point when I need to make sure things are accurate. I 
try not to worry about that. Those kinds of details will be important at 
one point, but right now I’m just trying to get the story out. If there’s a 
huge detail, I’ll look it up, but not now.

interviewer

How do you go about beginning a new work?

DíAz

I’m constantly producing new work…which is not the best route when 
trying to write a novel. I’m trying to be a little less hard on myself 

about that. Someone said, “Don’t go against your nature,” and I guess 
I’m always fighting that, for some reason. The noise of “Finish the book, 
finish the book” is constant. I’m so linear in my life, in my non-writing 
life, in my job. “Set the goal, meet the goal.” I am the total opposite in 
my writing life; I’m pretty chaotic, all over the place. So starting work 
is not the issue, finishing work is the issue. Usually something knocks 
around in my head for quite some time before I have the courage to write 
it down, and then it’s just a mess. Lately, I haven’t been able to finish a lot 
of things. But that’s okay.

interviewer

There is a lot of conversation about the worthiness of an MFA program. 
What do you think?

DíAz

I think that every person is different. Everyone is going to have a 
different formula. Now that I’m paying back my student loans, I’m like, 
“This sucks.” Loans are a motherfucker. But do I regret investing in 
my MFA? No way. I don’t regret it at all. I wouldn’t be sitting here with 
you. For me, it was necessary. It changed my life, it really did, it changed 
the trajectory of my life. Changed who I am. It fed me in a way that 
nothing ever has. I consider myself lucky to have found one thing 
that makes me feel the way writing makes me feel. If I find two, that 
would be cool, but I feel grateful that I found one. Look at [Professor] 
Jackie Doyle—she doesn’t have an MFA, she has a community, a group 
of writers, her talent, and she’s cool, she’s good. So it’s different for 
everyone. Of course, everyone wants to go to fully funded MFA pro-
grams and for some people that is all they see, all they care about. That’s 
good and important but…

interviewer

It’s strange to think so utilitarian about something that is creative.

DíAz

Yeah, it’s a pursuit of the heart. It came from my gut.

interviewer

I think people sell the gut short these days.
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DíAz

I agree. Do it if you want to do it. If you don’t want to get in debt, don’t 
get in debt. If you want to write, you’re going to write.

interviewer

Who are your influences?

DíAz

I have a lot. My mother, my peers, people I work with, they all influ- 
ence me.

interviewer

What about writers?

DíAz

Right now, I’m reading Native Speaker by Chang Rae Lee, which is a 
classic that a lot of students read. I really love Anne Proulx. I love her 
stories, I love her voice, and I love what she’s able to do with time. She 
does some crazy, magical things. I study her books. I just love her craft. 
Gabriel García Márquez is another one. I made the mistake of reading 
his autobiography. It killed it for me.

interviewer

I don’t like to know too much about my favorite writers.

DíAz

He just came off as so chauvinistic. So I’m never doing that again. It 
was horrible. But I reread One Hundred Years of Solitude over and over and 
he’s so dense and I love that about him. The musicality of his sentences. 
How he weaves the family histories. I’m influenced by a lot of things. I 
feel like I’m still a sponge, taking in all that I read as much as I can and 
metabolizing it. I still feel like a beginner in that way. I hope I always 
feel this way.

interviewer

Any advice for aspiring writers?

DíAz

Write. Get your butt in the seat. Everyone says that. Read and be open 
and don’t ever think you’re an expert at anything. But reading is the 
best way to study writing—and, of course, practice. Be courageous, 

balls to the wall. Put yourself out there and be brave with your work. 
Another influence are the students in the MFA Program at Saint Mary’s, 
other writers. When I hear them read and they’re talking about coming 
out as gay, or their abortion, or even just a sentence or phrase that sings 
truth. There’s something to the pitch of being brave. It punches me in the 
gut. That’s the best kind of writing and that’s why I think my heart is 
in nonfiction. If you’re afraid to write it, then definitely write it.

interviewer

How has the Bay Area cultivated or supported your work?

DíAz

It’s the birthplace of my work, really. Well, Fresno is, because the 
memories are there, but I didn’t start writing until I was here. I’m still 
writing in Fresno, writing in the past. Oakland and the Bay Area are 
my now, and I’ll probably be writing about this place when I leave or go 
somewhere else. I’m not sure. I think the Bay Area is still percolating in 
me, seeping into my pores. I love the Bay Area. I’ll be sad when I leave, and 
I think I will leave at some time. So I’m not sure yet. Living in Oakland 
has given me a bit of rage that I’m learning how to channel in my writing 
now. It’s made me more connected to what’s around me. I live near the 
Fruitvale BART station and there are protestors regularly shutting BART 
down and chanting, having demonstrations literally right underneath 
my living room window. I can’t ignore that. Oakland is vibrating right 
now and I am, my writing, is getting sucked into that energy, but I’m 
not sure what is going to come out of it. There is something of Oakland, 
of the Bay Area, coming in my writing. That’s an interesting question. 
I haven’t talked to anyone about that, actually. It’s still very raw. Rage 
is not really a refined emotion. Oakland, the entire country, is going 
through so much change right now. I’m not sure how it will all end up. 
Just like my writing about this place. I’ll have to wait and see.

interviewer

You’ve done residencies?

DíAz

Just one. I highly recommend them. It was in Vermont, the Vermont 
Studio Center. I did VONA, too, but that was a workshop environ-
ment. I recommend workshops too. I went to Vermont in the middle of 
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winter and it was my first time in New England. It was the first time I 
didn’t have to worry about bills, or work, or feeding myself, or taking 
a shower if I didn’t want to. Not having those responsibilities really 
put me in this creative space that I had never experienced before. My 
mind opened up; it was quiet. I was able to work, but I’m such a slow 
writer.

interviewer

Do you feel that you worked better there?

DíAz

It was focused. I felt focused. I would sit in my studio and write ten to 
twelve hours a day. I didn’t produce a lot of pages. There was an MFA 
student there, and he was like, “I wrote two hundred pages in two 
weeks.” I wrote seventeen. I was pretty damn proud of myself. But it 
was interesting, the quiet and the scenery of the river freezing over 
and all the snow. It was beautiful. I would do it again in a heartbeat. I 
started having these flashes, I guess epiphanies, connecting the dots to 
things that had happened to me in my life, which would just come to 
me, and it was very weird. These realizations started happening—and 
not even related to my work, but probably related to my work eventually.

interviewer

What should I do after I graduate?

DíAz

Whatever is driving you. I was out of school for ten years before I went 
back to grad school. I worked during those years, worked at making 
other people’s dreams come true instead of mine. It killed me. There 
are people who come into the MFA straight out of undergrad and that’s 
great, they do it and they are great writers. There are people like me, 
who come in a decade later. The oldest person in our class right now is 
seventy-five years old. Be true to what you want to do. If you feel like 
you want to work and make money because you are sick of school, I 
get that, I did that. If you’re inspired to go to grad school, do it, don’t 
wait, just act. Make a decision and go. Nothing is permanent. If you 
don’t like what you are doing, stop, turn around and do something else.

C

i hAvE no portion controL

Cory Bennet

OUNTERCLOCKWISE, it goes like this: train tracks, two liquor 
stores, and a car repair shop. Within that boundary, a park-
ing lot and a bus stop. A ferry announced itself twice in the 

morning; the smell of the Pacific Ocean, and the Bay Bridge could be 
seen on clear days. Most mornings started foggy but burned clear by 
noon. Hills and Victorian homes, the smell of low-tide and Chinese 
food led to the four-lane street where I would stand on the sidewalk 
and smoke cigarettes. People walking in and out of the double doors, 
eyes glazed over, hope lost, but something still keeping them 
going; we’d nod in agreement, we knew the others’ story without 
talking, it was always the same. I parked miles away from the clinic. 
I liked walking in the fog in the morning; it cleared my head, gave 
me time to think and smoke. An old church, a dentist office, a law 
office, a Walgreen’s, and boarded up shops the rest of the way. 
Vallejo. Famous for rappers and bankruptcy, it was where I got sober.

ANDREW LIVED IN a house that had been foreclosed. We 
weren’t really sure what that meant but the bank owned it, not him, 
that much we knew. There was a ‘for sale’ sign in the front yard, 
constantly swinging on a rusty hinge, but no one wanted to live in 
Vallejo. The locks hadn’t been changed yet so we’d hang out there 
after meetings.

“What are you on?” Andrew asked. 
“Zoloft, 200 mg, you?”
“Prozac and Suboxone.”
“I can’t tell if it’s doing anything,” I said.
“Yeah. It’s like you only notice if you stop taking it. The Suboxone 

makes me throw up every morning.” 
Andrew had track marks all over his left arm. He wore flannels. 
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He wore shorts even if it was cold. He was my only friend in re-
hab. He was uncertain about a lot of things and was quiet. I felt 
comfortable sitting next to him. Some guy in a meeting yelled at us 
for talking, so Andrew threw his chair at him. Andrew had to do 
extra anger management meetings for throwing the chair. The guy 
who yelled at us always had this full backpack and he’d never talk 
loud enough for the others in group to hear him. I think the first 
time I heard his voice is when he yelled.

We mostly made fun of people. I don’t think we felt that we were 
better. It was just a good way to pass the time. Rehab time moves 
slower than normal time. My mouth was always dry, and thinking 
about the past hurt my stomach, and it felt good to laugh at other 
people and not think about my shitty existence and that I fucked 
everything up.

HERE IS A LIST of the things we made fun of:
• Harold and the way he said “Hi.” He’d open his mouth really 

slow and you could hear the saliva peeling from his lips. He 
also wore funny looking shoes. He was older than us by forty 
years. A lonely man. 

• Kenneth and his crazy tongue. He’d wiggle it the whole time; 
it was a side effect of his meds. He’d always say, “My name is 
Kenneth (tongue wiggle) and I’ve been off crank for blah blah 
days.”

• Johnny and how every Monday he’d say, “My name is 
Johnny and I’ve been sober for six hours” and that whole 
meeting would be about why he relapsed and everyone would 
kind of sigh because they had shit they needed to say but 
Johnny would talk the whole time.

• All of the staff members and their relentless positive attitudes 
and corny idioms.

 
I HAVEN’T SEEN or talked to Andrew in six or seven years. In 

that time, I lost my original sobriety birthday, buried my father, and 
I continue to skip like a broken record. It wasn’t how I imagined it, 
like a Raymond Carver story, it’s been so much worse. 

MY FAMILY AND sponsor didn’t trust me to be alone for 
extended periods of time because I’m a junkie and a thief. My mom 
and stepdad went to Tahoe for a weekend and I had the choice of 
where to stay, either my grandparents’ house or with my sponsor. 
I picked my grandparents’ house. I liked my sponsor enough, but 
sleeping at his house felt like a weird scenario to me. I didn’t want 
to hear NA jargon for two days and not be able to get away. I was 
already in enough psychic distress, and I knew my grandparents 
would let me be alone in the guest room and to take walks around 
their property in Auburn, where a creek ran through their backyard 
and trees shaded everything. 

My grandpa took me on a lot of walks. He had an alcohol 
problem in his past that, typical of the Irish American, was not 
talked about. Instead, he spoke about breathing and nature, saying 
things like, “God has never spoken to me, but these rocks do.” He 
told me there would be a point when I’d have to stand up on my 
own, without the help of 12-steppers or the rehab clinic, or my family, 
and I would have to find my own way. I nodded and listened, fear 
blooming in the back of my consciousness. There was no way I would 
learn to stand on my own, I was a weak fuck like Christ on the cross 
withering away, dissolving into an absence of space. I wrote what 
he said in a notebook and kept what I thought to myself.

I was riding my bike on Sunday morning when I stopped to 
tie my shoe. An old man was walking and he stopped. He asked 
who I was.

“I’m Jack Murray’s grandson,” I said. 
“Another Murray? What you doing up here? You ain’t got some 

sweet girl waiting at home?” he asked. 
“I’m sorting things out. I have no girl. I don’t have a sweet girl 

waiting for me. Technically, I’m not even a Murray,” I said.
“What the hell are you then?” 
“A Bennet. My last name is Bennet.” 
“Well you have Murray blood in you so that makes you one, last 

names be damned. Nice to meet you, Bennet.” He stuck out his 
hand and we shook. I didn’t know what to say and he stood there, 
comfortable in the silence.
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“I gotta get going. I’ll probably see you around,” I said and pedaled 
off. When I got back to my grandparents’, I realized I never asked 
his name and I felt shitty for it. My generation sucks, I thought to 
myself.

 
MY GRANDFATHER WOKE me up and said he wanted to show 

me the killing fields.
“Let’s go, I wanna show you the killing fields.”
I followed him out onto the porch, down the stairs, across an 

expanse of grass, over the flat bridge he made when they first moved 
to these mountains, where I could see the stream between spaces 
of wood, and the water moved slow but steady, and then down an 
embankment that I stepped onto and slid the rest of the way, not 
out of clumsiness but of practice and time, through the manzanitas 
with their strange bark and leaves covering the ground everywhere, 
acorns cracked under our boots, stepping through a thick cloister of 
oaks, and then cottonwoods decaying and dead, split trunks, and 
finally into a sudden clearing where the rocks seemed shaped and 
the depression dug, and after all of these things, he stopped and 
pointed to a pile of bones bleached white by the alpine sun.

EMbErS

Emilie White

when God closes a door, 
he opens a window

sometimes, God just gives up
on the thing altogether, 

tosses a match,
and sets the whole place 

aflame
when I close 
my eyes it begins like bombs exploding underneath
my eyelids 

when I drive by our ruin
I can’t help but think
of the nauseating magnificence
of the scar ripped 
up the side of the stucco walls,

an ugly majesty to the charred,
splintering doorframe etched
against a golden blue sky

now, when I leave my apartment
I check that I turned the stove off
for the fourth time

but worry still beats on my brain
again and again and again and again
as my professor lectures on love stories

and fires in the attic 
of Gothic mansions

my neighbors flip burgers on their grill 
when I stand in my backyard
the wind catches  
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the scent and all I can think 
is that I can’t stand the smell of the

smoke brEAkfASt

Trevor Ruth

E GETS HIS dollar and quarter into his hand before the cashier 
has time to ask what they can get for him. They don’t bother 
asking: He’s been here so many times that they, quite frankly, 

don’t need to ask him.
Here’s your large soda. Thank you.
He pockets the change and takes his cheap, cardboard cup over 

to the fountain, pumping delicious ionized syrup until the ice cubes 
are slowly floating at the lip of the lid. Next to him, he can hear one 
of the old farts relating a story from the other day. They gather round 
the table every morning like a mock representation of the last supper, 
trading car-related jokes here and there and drinking their coffees. 

“I told him to change his fuckin’ carburetor, but the stupid son-
of-a-bitch never listens to me.” They laugh. One of them has a Bill 
Dance ball cap and puppy-dog eyes set within a leathery complexion 
with sack-like jowls that form the sides of his mouth like a fish. He 
could be considered adorable, if he wasn’t hacking up phlegm every 
other minute. It’s like his lungs were liquefying into his throat. Do 
you mind going somewhere else, so that I don’t have to listen to you 
dying? I’m trying to enjoy my breakfast. There’s another one who 
looks like he’s around five hundred pounds and he’s not going to get 
any lighter. None of them will last too long.

After they eat their processed food, they go outside and share a 
cigarette around their trucks. That’s gotta be good for your health. 
One must consider if they ever hang out outside of this place, or if 
this is the only time these guys meet. Maybe they were childhood 
friends or something of that nature. Like the movie Stand By Me; 
they might have gone on some adventures together as twelve-year-
olds, walking down the railroad tracks, train-dodging and looking 
at obscure sixties Playboys. None of them have probably gone to 
college, either. That’s probably why they come here every morning 

H
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instead of spending time with the wives that they don’t have, or 
going to the jobs that they don’t have.

He doesn’t know any of their names. Yet he sees them every 
morning. He wonders if they ever notice him, too. Eventually, 
he stops thinking about it and sits down, sipping his soda and 
reading his book.

I

bLuE-EyEd MonStErS

Nicole Hayes

HAD ALWAYS hated the carpet at my parents’ house. It was 
itchy and uncomfortable to walk on without socks protecting 
your feet. This was a fact that I told my parents when they 

showed me the sample, before they got it installed. It was an 
opinion that they didn’t take seriously until more than a decade 
later, when they replaced the carpet again. They had decided that 
they had never liked it either. 

“You were right,” my mom told me recently. “About those 
doorknobs, too. They’re too big. Those are getting replaced next 
week.”

THE WHITE T-SHIRT with a picture of a unicorn running 
through a rainbow and covered in sparkles had been ripped off 
me. It hung loosely around one of my shoulders and exposed large 
portions of my sensitive skin. I could feel the redness growing all 
over my back—my skin swelling in the strange way that it does 
when trying to protect itself. It didn’t take long for the irritation 
to cover the back of most of my eight-year-old body. The t-shirt 
was a hand-me-down from my slightly older cousin and 
biggest role model at the time. I never really forgave my father 
for destroying it. This is why this incident remains so fixed in my 
memory even though there were several like it. The shirt was 
something tangible that I could never get back. He couldn’t hide 
the damage like he could a bruise or just go about life pretending 
it never happened.

The sparkles had rubbed off my shirt and were clinging to the 
tiny beige balls of the carpet that made me itch so badly. For a 
second, the scene looked almost magical. Like fairy dust or some- 
thing. It made me want to watch Cinderella. I visualized the scene 
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where the fairy godmother shows up and changes Cinderella’s 
life, as I allowed my tired limbs to relax into the carpet. Fighting 
it would only make it last longer. That carpet was bigger than me. 
Everything was bigger than me. 

MY FIRST PET was a big, fluffy dog named Chief Silverfoot. 
Half Husky and half Labrador Retriever, he was friendly and 
playful, but incredibly stubborn. I was about a year old when we 
adopted him, so he’s part of my earliest consciousness. My parents 
bought him off a friend who found his dog impregnated by the 
neighbor’s and didn’t know what to do with the litter. I think that 
when they adopted him they thought they were saving him from 
a life in a shelter, or being drowned in a river. This was the only 
time in my life that I ever only had one dog in the house. My mom 
used to be adamant about the fact that she would never, ever, own 
more dogs than she has hands. Of course, my dad eventually won 
this battle, too. The last I checked, six dogs run wild in my parents’ 
small home.

I WAS EMBARRASSED because I didn’t want my father to see 
the beginnings of my budding breasts that the tattered shirt re-
vealed, and I rolled over onto my stomach to hide them. The carpet 
assaulted my tender nipples, leaving a rash that didn’t disappear for 
days. I developed early, like my mother, and I didn’t want my dad 
to see my “privates.” This is a reaction that I still think is normal, 
but something that enraged my father at the time. It was almost as 
if the first time that I yelled at him to “Go away!” while I was 
taking a bath a few years before marked the end of a comfortable 
relationship between us. The fact that I was growing into a woman 
seemed to bother him. He didn’t know how to act around me any-
more. I wonder if he would have been a different kind of parent if 
he’d had a son.

CHIEF STAYED A PUPPY longer than most dogs. He acted up a 
lot and like to pee in the house well after he was potty-trained, break 
into garbage bags when we were away, and only performed tricks we 
taught him when he felt like it. The Husky in him didn’t care about 

his master’s approval. I think the reason that I loved Chief so much 
was because of this stubbornness. He wasn’t like other dogs always 
at your feet, begging for your love and approbation. He reminded 
me of myself well before I knew who I was. He was his own dog, no 
matter what my dad had to say about it. 

Though these early years were smooth between my father and me 
(I was a daddy’s girl at one point), my dad took out his frustrations 
on Chief. I remember hearing him talk about how Chief needed to be 
broken. That the stubbornness had to be beaten out of him. I didn’t 
know why he felt this way. Why couldn’t he just let Chief be Chief?

MY PRIDE, EVEN at eight, kept me from giving my father what 
he wanted. A simple, “Yes, Sir,” or “I’m sorry, Sir,” might have 
stopped this incident and all the others like it, but I refused to give 
in to him. I didn’t want to feel as if he had won. He was wrong. I 
knew he was wrong. He probably knew he was wrong, too. But 
in his view, a child wasn’t allowed to tell an adult that. Children 
who spoke for themselves were disrespectful, a cardinal sin in 
my father’s household.

My eyes were closed, but my father’s voice was in complete focus; 
the voice that, fifteen years ago, made me feel everything that had 
ever hurt me all at once. I’m sure, between the kicks to my growing 
ribs, he muttered some variation of, “Fuck you. Fuck you, you little 
fucking bitch.”

I don’t know what I did to deserve his wrath that day in particular. 
I probably showed disrespect in some way or another. Responded to 
a question with an attitude or forgot to say thank you for something. 
Or maybe I just forgot to turn off the light in the den when I left the 
room. His reaction to a broken rule was always the same, no matter 
the severity of the crime. 

I WAS ABOUT four when I got my first glimpse into the side of 
my father that I wish didn’t exist.

I don’t think my mom was home, or maybe I just don’t remember 
her being there because her presence didn’t matter. Chief had done 
something wrong again. I think maybe he had chewed on something 
he wasn’t supposed to. I was distracted from my Rainbow Bright 
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coloring book when I heard my dad outside, yelling at Chief. I had 
heard him yelling like this before, but this was the first time that I 
felt the need to understand the commotion. I walked through the 
dark garage, where I wasn’t allowed. It reeked of what I now know 
to be the strong stench of marijuana. I stood in this darkness for a 
short time, listening to my dad’s outrage and attempting to ease my 
curiosity without being seen. A loud thud shook me in place and, 
without thinking, I pushed open the ever-creaking door that led out 
to the side yard with an abrupt exertion. 

My dad didn’t look at me. Instead, his focus was intent on 
holding Chief up against the wall of the house, his grey and white 
fur almost blending in with the off-white coloring of the paint. My 
dad was holding him by the snout and neck. Half of his face was 
pressed against the wall and the other half was centimeters from 
my dad’s face. Chief seemed to have a blank expression, almost 
like he was used to it by now. His eyes were solidly black, asking 
my dad what he did that was so wrong.

The redness in my dad’s face spread down through his neck and 
onto the part of his chest left uncovered by his loose polo in the style 
of the early nineties. His baby-blue eyes were so full of anger you 
could feel it. I’ve been told that I have the same eyes. Even when I 
don’t want it to, my anger can be felt through my eyes. My mom says 
that my blue eyes change color when I’m angry. In an instant, they’ll 
become bloodshot and take on an unnatural, deep tint that is so 
dark they could be brown. I can feel them pulsating in their sockets. 
My dad’s do the same. That day, with Chief, I looked into my dad’s 
eyes and they were completely unfamiliar to me. The lighthearted 
blue that I associated with my dad was replaced with a swampy mud 
tinted by a green algae. You couldn’t recognize my dad through his 
eyes anymore. He was someone else. It’s these similarities between 
us that worry me. 

I’ll never forget the words coming from my father that day. His 
voice was a low, growling yell. 

“I’ll break every bone in your body, you fucking mutt! I own you! 
Someone should take you out back and shoot you! Do you see what 
you did? DO YOU?”

Spit was flying from his lips with every word he screamed. It 
coated his strawberry-blond mustache in a way that made him look 
like a cartoon. When his knee came up to strike Chief in the ribs, 
a short, yip-like yell came from my mouth. The memory ends there.

I don’t remember how my dad reacted to his four-year-old 
daughter witnessing his violent streak. I don’t know if he actually hit 
Chief or if my presence stopped him. I don’t know if I ran back into 
the house. I don’t even know if I really understood what was going 
on at the time, or if childhood innocence clouded my vision.

But I clearly remember screaming. I know my dad knew that I 
saw what he was doing. From experience, though, I can probably say 
that my dad would have convinced me that Chief deserved it. That 
he had done something so bad that my dad needed to get physical 
with him. Otherwise, he would get out of control. I can guess that 
he gave me a version of this speech because it is what he used to 
tell me when I was older. He felt guilty about his behavior and tried 
to explain himself to me.

AS AN ADULT, Chief was the hairiest and most passive dog I’ve 
ever known. He was so furry that tufts of long grey and white hair 
would trail after him wherever he moved. He didn’t do much but lie 
in the same spot of the hallway and watch life go on around him. 
I used to lay with him in that spot, playing with his giant paws 
and burying my face in his thick fur. That was the only part of the 
carpet that didn’t bother me to touch because it was so soft with 
his fur. He transformed a piece of that carpet and claimed it as his 
own. The only way we got rid of all trace of Chief was by replacing 
the carpet altogether, years after it actually mattered.

Once, when I was about seven and Chief about six, we locked 
him outside the front door for at least three or four hours without 
realizing the mistake. Most dogs would probably have run away. 
Even Chief had run away several times when he was a puppy. 
Instead, he sat on our doorstep until we finally realized he was 
missing from his spot in the hall. When we rushed to the door, 
assuming he would be lost forever, he merely slinked past my 
mom and me standing in the doorway to return to his spot. It was 
comically anticlimactic.
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I liked him better before my dad broke him. I still wonder what 
made him stay. I wonder what made Chief and me yearn for the 
approval of someone who refused to accept us.

My dad never seriously hurt Chief. We never had to make an 
emergency vet visit or get him medical attention that I know of. He 
had a way of never really crossing the line to the kind of full-on 
physical abuse that would warrant medical attention, either with 
any animal or with me, but he tiptoed right on the line quite a bit. I 
wonder if in a different life I could ever have imagined my dad 
holding me up against the black and pink floral print of my bedroom 
wallpaper, hitting me and screaming in my face like he did Chief’s. 
Now, this comparison is all I can see because it is so familiar. The 
same tactics that my dad used to break Chief out of his stubbornness 
were the same methods that he used to break me.

THOUGH I WAS still lying on my stomach, hiding as much of 
my bare skin as I could, my shoulder and back still burned from the 
vicious carpet. I remember calling for my mom and aunt, who was 
visiting from out of state, from behind the closed door of my room, 
telling them that he was going to kill me. I think he had stopped 
kicking me at this point, but I was concerned about the rash I felt 
developing and worsening on the various parts of my body that 
were rubbed against the carpet as he dragged me to part of the room 
unobstructed by my toys or books. I still don’t know why he was 
dragging me around the room. Maybe he knew the effects the 
carpet had on me. My ribs hurt. I didn’t know where my mom and 
aunt were, but I knew they could hear me.

MY PARENTS’ HOUSE was built in the sixties; it’s small and the 
walls are incredibly thin. Anyone that had ever lived in that house 
knew that the only way to get privacy there was to be sure that no 
one else was home. Growing up, I heard every fight my parents 
ever had, heard them moaning in pleasure, and heard every nasty 
thing they ever had to say about me or each other in the privacy 
that they knew they didn’t have. My mom pretended that she didn’t 
know what was going on between my dad and me all those times 
that I was getting punished. I think, though, that she was afraid 

to stand up to him. She was older and smarter than I was. She told 
him what he wanted to hear.

She is weak, though, my mom. Maybe she convinced herself that 
what my dad was doing was best for me. Maybe he gave her the same 
speeches he gave me and she believed them.

I remember countless evenings sitting at the dinner table alone 
with my mom, picking at our food so that my dad wouldn’t be too 
angry that we ate dinner without him. My dad would be somewhere 
else in the house, slamming something, throwing something else, 
cursing at something or at nothing. His episodes seemed to always 
happen at dinnertime. I would sit there and say a silent prayer that 
he wasn’t destroying anything of mine.

“Just keep eating,” my mom would eventually tell me and we’d 
begin eating the dinner that was usually already cold. She tried 
to teach me not to be afraid of him, but I think it would have been 
better for me if I had been.

I STOPPED SCREAMING when my father slammed the door 
behind him, and I heard him complaining to my mom and aunt 
about me. His voice was still shaking from the intensity of our 
encounter.

“I don’t know what to do with her. Little shit doesn’t get it. Touch 
her and she goes straight to the dramatics.”

“I never talked to my father that way,” my mom chimed in.
How could they be so complacent, so normal, when my whole 

world was shaking?
From where their voices were coming from, I could tell that they 

were in the kitchen, which shared a wall with my bedroom. They 
had to have heard all of it. They could probably feel the impact 
his fists and feet made against my ribs, vibrations traveling through 
the old flooring. That awful carpet didn’t absorb any of it like it was 
supposed to.

They didn’t answer my calls for help. No one came bursting 
through the door to save me like I had imagined. No one pulled my 
father off me. No one picked me up to ease the burning on my back 
or to tuck me into bed. No one kissed my forehead to tell me it was 
going to be all right—that I was going to be all right. No one was 
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there to tell me that they loved me, or that my father loved me, and 
that what he was doing wasn’t okay.

No one told my father that he was wrong.

THIS IS THE POINT where, in every one of these incidents, I 
would cry in a way that I lost all control of myself. I would tuck my 
knees into my chest, even when I was still sore from being punished, 
and make myself as small as possible. For whatever reason, folding 
into myself has always been comforting to me. It’s something I still 
do when I get into a particularly bad fight with my boyfriend. After 
allowing myself to cry like this awhile, I’ll pull myself back toge- 
ther and go about my daily life, but I won’t let anyone in. All of my 
conversations will be shallow and I’ll spend my free time for the 
next weeks reading, on the computer, watching TV, or smoking pot 
by myself on the couch. I’ll completely separate myself from the 
world and be alone as much as possible. Anything not to deal with 
real people. 

WHEN MY FATHER left me alone after he was finished punishing 
me, it hurt so much more than when he was in the room. Physically, 
yes, it hurt. I was bruised, sore, and humiliated, but my imagination 
hurt me the most. Through my tears, I couldn’t really hear what the 
three of them were saying in the kitchen, but I could tell that their 
lives were going on like normal. I imagined them laughing at my 
ridiculousness over unsweetened iced tea, mocking the fact that I 
was growing up to be chubby, discussing my stupidity because I just 
didn’t get math. I was devastated and no one cared. That’s why I 
hated being an only child so much. There was never anyone on my 
side. I blotted my tears with the remains of the unicorn shirt and sat 
there alone. 

I would stay on the floor for hours. Punishing myself, maybe, by 
not relieving my skin from the contact of the carpet. Usually, no one 
bothered me. I would go to sleep and my mom would wake me up 
for school in the morning, like nothing had happened, my face still 
swollen and red from crying. I was left to deal with and understand 
my father for myself. 

I UNDERSTAND THAT I wasn’t an easy child to raise, but I didn’t 
need to be broken. Now, during family dinners when my childhood 
becomes a topic of conversation, my parents tell me that I wouldn’t 
let them parent me. Maybe that’s true.

In my preteen and teenage years, I told my father I hated him all 
the time. He would get physical with me in his desperate attempts to 
control me, and I would get revenge by making sure he knew how 
much hatred I had built up towards him. I would defend myself with 
suicide threats, telling him that I wanted to kill myself because of 
him. As an adult, I know that all of the things I said were true. I 
did hate a lot about my father, and there were times that I seriously 
considered letting the world know how much he had made me hate 
myself. I hated the way he treated me, the way he always thought he 
was smarter than anyone else in the room, and the way he would 
bend his back and puff up his chest when he felt threatened by 
another alpha male, or by me.

Age has softened my dad. I can see him now as a person instead 
of a force of anger, but I’ll never forget who he used to be. We’ll 
never be close, but that’s okay. That’s how we make our relation-
ship work. Though I know not every memory I have with my dad 
is a bad one, I have to work too hard to find the good ones. The 
happy memories are hidden under the anger in his eyes and the 
names he’s called me.

The thing is, I’m almost an exact carbon copy of my father. His 
issues are my issues. We share the same blue eyes seeped with hurt 
and anger. We are both overly sensitive with a temper, incredibly 
hardheaded, and have a tendency to respond to stress with emo-
tion. I just wish he would have been more forgiving of me. I wish 
he had loved me because I was so much like him, instead of hating 
me because I reminded him so much of his own faults.

I brought out the monster in my father. That isn’t him, though. 
He’s not a monster, because that would make me a monster, too. He 
isn’t a monster to anyone else but me.
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LifE'S choicES

Tyjun Mack

Almost turned to a life of crime
Seeing my dad on drugs as a kid
Some things happen right on time

Weed. Cigarettes. I saw all the time
The white rocks he always hid
Almost turned to a life of crime

My dad’s presence was so sublime
Three years, his longest bid
Some things happen right on time

Dad’s life was full of grime
My dad and the drugs my mom forbid
Almost turned to a life of crime

My brother and I were mimes
But he did everything my dad did
Some things happen right on time

My dad ended up being a slime
Police took my brother off the grid
Almost turned to a life of crime
Some things happen right on time

grAy hAirS

Beatriz Alvarez

IS DEATH WAS caused by the heavy rooftop over our heads, 
and the eviction notices posted on our door every month, 
usually nailed there two days after the rent was due. He died 

because the people who hired him went back on their words. They 
turned up their noses at the darkness of his skin, at the accent in his 
voice, at the exotic name he gave when he introduced himself. They 
didn’t see a man. They saw a worker, a laborer, a servant. Someone 
who could easily be taken advantage of because his first language 
wasn’t English, because he wasn’t a native to this country, because 
stereotypes gave him a bad name.

Before his death, his hair started to disappear and the lines 
around his face stayed, a permanent reminder of his sacrifices, of his 
humiliation, of his exhaustion. His eyes still crinkled but the light 
started to go out. In his last years, my father’s thick, black hair 
thinned into white strands. His smile and laughter were shooting 
stars. Short and rare and almost mythical. 

He showed us different houses he worked in, promising us 
something just as good. My father dreamed a better life for all of 
us, a better life for him. The paint he used to perfect the homes of 
his clients stuck to the hairs on his forearms. There was always a 
mess on his clothes but never on his work. Perfection was necessary, 
otherwise his pay wasn’t guaranteed. Sometimes, he came home 
late, slept little, and left early. He kept the same clothes on during 
these nights to be on time the next day. Occasionally, he slept in 
his car, outside the job, with only a sweater to warm him, and a 
toothbrush in the cup holder because he loved his teeth. My father’s 
hair gradually lightened until one day, I came home and I realized 
his whole head was white.

My father was worn down by the humiliation. He died for his 

H
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sacrifices and was killed by his exhaustion. It was the stress of the 
rent bill, the gas bill, the light bill, the banks asking for their money, 
the education for his children because no way in hell were they going 
to end up like him—humiliated and tired. So very tired. It was the 
stress of all of this and more that killed my father in the end.

Now when I picture him, his smile is forced, his eyes are tired, and 
his head, his head is full of gray hairs.

tArA buStAMAntE is a senior at California State University, East Bay 
majoring in studio art with a minor in psychology. She has already 
shown in three galleries: Young at Art (2007), Near Future Group 
Exhibition (2016), and Senior Exhibition (2016). She wants to continue 
showing art throughout her life but her career goal is to become an 
art therapist and work in a children’s hospital. This is her first time 
being featured in Occam’s Razor.

brEtt dotSon is a senior at Cal State East Bay and will be 
graduating with a double major in graphic design and studio 
art. While working towards his design degree he discovered a 
love for fine art, particularly sculpture, and has received several 
awards for his gallery based work over the past two years.

LindSEy konrAth's current series of work, La Vie en Fleur, 
investigates the gap between traditional and digital media by 
reformatting paintings she creates in acrylic medium, trans-
forming them into brand new systemically layered prints. Like-
wise, her goal is to ultimately convert values regarding traditional 
paintings into graphic context.

izALyn LAbAo is a studio art major in the BFA program. Her work 
is heavily inspired by fantasy/sci-fi concept art. She incorporates 
raw, human emotions into her works by illustrating semi-realistic 
figures amidst saturated backgrounds. Her work has been featured 
in Revival, CSU East Bay’s own student-run art magazine.

a r t i s t s
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bEAtriz ALvArEz graduated from CSU East Bay in 2016 with a 
degree in English. This was her second year being published in 
Occam’s Razor. Her goal is to work in a publishing company or 
Disney or both because why not? She thanks her family, friends, and 
teachers for her success in writing so far.

cory bEnnEt is a senior at Cal State East Bay and lives in Oakland.

MAriAh coLLinS graduated Fall 2015 from CSU East Bay with a 
Bachelor of Arts in English with an option in creative writing.  She 
recently moved to Houston, Texas, to pursue a career in teaching. 
Besides reading and writing, she enjoys listening to Paramore, 
scrolling through Pinterest and playing with her niece and nephews.

chriStophEr dArE is a Bay Area native whose writing often 
explores his years spent in San Francisco’s Mission District. He 
currently resides in Oakland where he drinks excessive amounts of 
coffee and plots his survival during the zombie apocalypse.

LuiS guiLin is the Editor of Occam’s Razor, and the upcoming 
Issue 9 of Arroyo Literary Review.

nicoLE hAyES is a graduate student at California State Uni- 
versity, East Bay focusing her study on 20th century American 
literature and creative writing. Currently, her work includes 
positions as a Graduate Writing Associate and General Studies 
instructor at CSUEB, and as a K-12 after-school tutor. Her passions 
include teaching and learning, and she hopes to continue working 
in the field of Education after graduation.

SArAh ELizAbEth JonES graduated from California State University, 
East Bay in the Fall of 2015 with her BA in English. Upon gradua-
tion, she fled to Australia in search of direction and a tan. This is 
her second published story. The first can be found in Germ Magazine.

ALEx LEE is a graduating senior in English. He plans to go back to 
the neighboring country of Southern California.

c o n t r i b u t o r s tyJun MAck is an aspiring writer from Oakland, California. 
A graduate of CSU East Bay and a local middle school English 
teacher, Tyjun uses his experiences in life as topics to connect with his 
audience. Through writing, he attempts to capture the thoughts, 
feelings, and emotions that people want to express, but can’t find 
the words.

cArMEn nAvArro-pErEz is a San Francisco native, born to a 
Mexican father and Guatemalan mother. She has lived in and 
loved Oakland for the past ten years and couldn’t imagine living 
anywhere else. This is her second time being published in Occam’s 
Razor. While uncertain of her job and professional prospects 
post-graduation, Carmen looks forward to a future that will most 
certainly involve reading, writing, and variations of cheese.

AurorA rAMoS is a graduating senior at CSU East Bay majoring in 
English with an option in creative writing and a minor in sociology. 
She hails from Los Angeles but currently lives in the Bay Area.

MAry A. roSE is working on her MA in English literature at Cal 
State East Bay and her fiction has appeared in various publications. 
She is currently working on a novel, What’s In A Name? Mary holds 
an MFA degree in creative writing/fiction from Mills College and 
a BA in English from the University of San Francisco. She gets paid 
as a freelance editor for academics and has a passion for the 
very short story, sometimes called flash fiction.

trEvor ruth spends way too much free time writing fables, 
reciting poetry and reading comics. When he’s not reading and 
writing, he’s either passing the time in downtown coffee shops or 
looking for things to do in cities that he rarely visits. A native to 
the Bay Area, he now lives in Livermore, California. This is his 
seventh publication.

fordy Shoor graduated from UC Berkeley, where he facilitated 
workshops for the Berkeley Connect Writing Program. The author 
is an English graduate student at CSU East Bay and a member of 
Arroyo Literary Review’s editorial staff.



122 / Occam's  Razor  Occam's  Razor /  123

brittnEy WALLAcE is a senior at Cal State East Bay completing her 
degree in English with an option in creative writing. She spends most 
of her free time writing and is currently drafting a novel in progress. 
Her biggest aspiration is to become an author in the near future.

kAtrinA WEdding claimed her festive surname when she wisely 
married her best friend, Reid. Together, they share a son, a cat, a loft 
in Jack London Square, and a significant collection of MTG cards. 
Katrina is a CSUEB triple threat; having earned both a Bachelor’s 
in English and a teaching credential at CSUEB, she now seeks a 
Master’s in English. She enjoys reading, writing, teaching, laughing, 
and playing tabletop games. Presently, Katrina is the Poetry Editor 
of Arroyo Literary Review.

EMiLiE WhitE hails proudly from the small town of Greenfield, 
California, and is pursuing an MA in English at CSUEB. She loves 
writing prose, poetry, and plays, and recently had work featured in 
The Bohemian at Notre Dame de Namur University and in the New 
Playwrights Festival at Santa Clara University, where she got her 
BA in English and Spanish. She is also the Prose Editor for Arroyo 
Literary Review.

Water inspired this issue’s cover, created by MEghAn hArt. She 
is a self-taught artist, one of whose most notable commissioned 
collaborations was with the band Iration. She also has experience 
painting murals, both of which have been completed in Santa Barbara, 
California. More of her artwork can be found at meghanhart.com. 

“Underwater” is on a 4’ x 3’ canvas, and acrylic paint was used to 
create the image. The backdrop was created by using watered-down 
acrylic paint and allowing it to fade and drip down the canvas. It was 
left to dry overnight; then the subject was painted with acrylic paint.

The painting was commissioned by a married couple who were 
looking for a custom piece of art for their bedroom. Their house was 
decorated in a variety of blue tones and had lots of ocean-oriented 
objects and art. The couple owned a sailboat and loved being near 
the ocean. What the artist loves the most about the painting is the 
ambiguity of whether or not the female subject is drowning or if she 
is slowing coming up from taking a refreshing plunge into water.

a b o u t  t h e  c o ve r




