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Editor’s Note
Dear Readers,

Welcome to the 35th edition of Occam’s Razor magazine. With each 

successive issue, this publication continues to grow. This year, with the 

collaborative effort from this magazine’s largest-ever staff, we have put 

together the longest issue to date. The diverse backgrounds of CSUEB 

students has led to an astonishing number of high-quality submissions. 

The stories published within reflect the wide range of personalities and 

experiences of CSUEB students, and I could not be more proud to be a 

part of this compilation. The staff and writers featured in this issue are a 

mix of undergraduate and graduate students, from a variety of majors. 

Our writers identify as first-, second-, and third-generation Americans; 

parents; teachers; entrepreneurs; LGBTQ; and a wide range of races 

and ethnicities. As the most diverse public university in California, I’m 

thrilled that this issue of Occam’s Razor can reflect our school’s unique 

personality.

This magazine would not be possible without the dedication and hard 

work of our student staff. For coming in on Sunday afternoons for long 

proofing sessions, for providing food and drinks for the team, for helping 

to organize magazine events and outreach, and for listening to me rant 

about the importance of consistency and deadlines, I want to thank: 

Valerie Briggs, Noelle Hennings, Ryan Hetherington, Allen Jang, Michael 

Leung, Sally Ruby Luna, Jessica Patton, Victoria Quistgaard, Amber Sandri, 

Emily Warner, Tia L. Wilson, and Heran Zhang.

I’d also like to thank our faculty advisors, for their endless assistance and 

patient answering of my long emails. Professors Jacqueline Doyle, Susan 

Gubernat, Steve Gutierrez, and Sarah Nielsen, thank you for all your help 



and guidance. Mica Barreiro, the English Department’s secret weapon, 

thank you for helping to organize and facilitate with the behind-the-

scene logistics that make this magazine possible.

Thank you as well to the contest judges, who had no easy task in choosing 

which of the many fine submissions made it into this issue. Thanks to 

Ianthe Brautigan, Sharon Coleman, Mariah Young for their assistance 

and feedback in the selection process. Thank you as well to Professor 

Ryan Heryford, retired Professor Don Markos, Librarian Aline Soules, the 

DeClercq family, and graduate students Jacquelyn Spence and Katrina 

Wedding for their expertise and assistance with the over one hundred 

poems submitted.

And finally, a big thanks to you, the reader. We appreciate you reading 

through this issue, and hope you enjoy the writing and art that the 

students of our university have to offer.

Matt Biundo

Editor of Occam’s Razor #35



Maculato (2016)
Chiara Melacarne



When Rudy Goes to the Moon
Kezia Marshall

Part One

“I gotta piggy bank,” he told her as he finished his last rep. “It’s kind 

of a big-ass piggy bank. I mean, I’m surprised you’ve never seen it before. 

But anyway, I went to the Space Center when I was seven years old—” 

“Rudy,” Opal said impatiently. 

“No for real, for real, it’s a part of it, it’s a part of it. I was seven and my 

Mom and Dad took me, the Space Center gave every kid in school a free 

ticket. And at first when we got there, I was like this is whack, I’m tryin’ 

to go to Porky’s Pizza and play Zelda, woopty-woo,” Rudy spoke as he put 

the weights away. Opal watched him pace around the room, “But then,” 

he went on, “we got there and we went inside the planetarium, and the 

show that’s on, it’s called Go to the Moon, and they had that screen, you 

know the one that covers the whole fucking ceiling. And it was pitch 

black, like looking outside of a window of a rocket ship. And it felt like 

I was moving hella fast through space and then there’s no gravity, and 

then stuff on the screen starts to float around and shit. And then,” he 

told her holding up his finger as if he’d come to the part that really 

mattered to that seven-year-old boy, “Then,” he lowered his voice and sat 

down by Opal, “we land on the Moon and we look down at Earth. And I 

asked my mom, ‘Ma, is Earth in space? And she said, ‘Yeah, baby’ and I 

said, ‘Then are we in space right now?’ And she said, ‘Yeah.’ And it blew 

my mind, O—blew my mind! And I told both my parents right then and 

there, ‘I’m gonna go to the Moon one day,’ and my dad said, ‘Yeah sure, 

save your money and you can go wherever you wanna go.’” 

“This sounds like a commercial for college. Are you going back to 

school or something?” Opal asked him while she checked her watch. 

“I bought a ticket to the Moon.”

“You bought a ticket—” 

“To the Moon, O,” he jumped up and walked to the kitchen. “I’m
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leaving tomorrow for astronaut training.”

Opal followed him. 

“Is this a joke? Are you telling a joke?”

“I’m for real.”  

“That you’re going to the Moon?” 

“Yep.” 

“Like on a rocket ship?” 

“That’s how you get there, baby.” 

Opal stopped asking questions and tried to process what Rudy was 

saying. She was quiet and Rudy hated awkward silences, he filled them 

with whatever he could think of and so he was humming while he 

poured Opal’s tea. Opal took the tea and held the mug in her hands 

gently blowing to cool it down. 

“But yeah, you know, I had some setbacks, hadda pay restitution and 

whatnot, you know, young ones make mistakes. But yeah, pretty much, 

I’ve been saving up almost my whole life for this.” 

“The Moon?” 

“Yeah, the Moon. With Elon Musk and Katy Perry.” 

“What? Katy Perry?” 

“I know.” 

“Wow,” she said. “The Moon. I can’t get over it. You’re going to the 

Moon?” 

Rudy nodded and Opal mirrored him, nodding along. Yeah, of course, 

the Moon. Every birthday, anniversary, and Christmas present she ever 

got him was space themed. Every space shuttle landing watched. Every 

night the phase of the Moon was discussed. Every star in the sky Rudy 

labelled. Of course this fool was going to the Moon. 

“What piggy bank?”  

 “Babe. I already told you.” 

“You told me nothing.”

“I told you, when I was seven—” 

“Rudy.”  

He smiled at her, bit his lower lip, tapped her shoulder playfully, but 

she waited.
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“I pulled from retirement.”

“You pulled from retirement?” 

“I’ll put it back, O.” 

“I see.”

Opal sipped the tea and leaned against the fridge and listened to it 

hum for a while until Rudy asked if she wanted the shower first. They 

had to get to work. 

“Gotta get these trains runnin’ on time,” he told her. Rudy operated 

the morning’s first Northbound train toward Richmond. Opal rode 

with him and got off at Fruitvale station, there were just a couple of 

other riders that early in the morning.  

“Oh yeah,” she said. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. You go first,” she told 

him. “Go first and I’ll finish my tea.” 

Opal was thinking about the time Rudy left her in San Francisco. 

They’d just started dating even though they grew up in the same 

neighborhood and had known each other for years. They were drunk 

and missed the last train home, it was hilarious, they both laughed 

so long about it Opal nearly peed herself. It was cold and Rudy offered 

her his jacket but she told him no, that she was fine. He took her to a 

hotel on Geary and they checked into a room. When they woke the 

next morning, Rudy kissed her forehead, told her not to get up, that he 

was going downstairs to buy some cigarettes. But he didn’t come back 

up again and when she called, he declined her calls. When she called 

from the hotel’s phone, he answered, “hello” accidently, and when 

she answered, “Rudy?” he hung up again. She sat on the bed trying to 

figure him out—she sat way past check-out time. Finally, someone that 

worked at the hotel came into the room, and said, “Miss, you have to go 

downstairs and pay for another day if you’re going to stay any longer.” 

But Opal didn’t even realize that much time had gone by. 

She left the hotel and walked to the train station wearing the clothes 

from the night before. It was cold and she wished she’d taken Rudy’s 

jacket. That way, she thought, she’d have something he’d have to come 

back for.

They didn’t talk about it when they reconnected later. They were
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from the same town and lived in the same area, they were bound to 

reconnect and when they did, they started over, and eventually, Rudy 

asked Opal to marry him. The engagement ring was his mother’s—given 

to him by his mother, in the midst of his parent’s divorce. Opal didn’t 

ask if it was bad luck—he was proud to give her the ring that had been 

passed down for three generations on his mother’s side and Opal was 

finally relieved that she had something of Rudy’s that he would have to 

come back for. 

On the drive to work Opal twisted the ring up and down her finger 

and listened to the radio show Ask Delilah! Rudy groaned about it, but 

they listened every time they were in the car. Opal turned the radio up. 

A woman, Janice, from Brentwood was on. Her best friend’s sister just 

died and Janice didn’t know what to say to her. Delilah sighed and said, 

“Sometimes, Janice, the best thing to do is just listen.” 

“Duh, Janice,” Rudy yelled over the volume—Opal glared at him. 

“Man, look at this dude,” Rudy ignored her and pointed with his chin 

at the guy that always sat on the bench in front of the bus stop. “I don’t 

wanna be like that dude,” Rudy told Opal as he turned into the train 

station’s staff lot. 

Opal sighed loudly and turned the volume down.   

“What’s wrong with him?” 

“He just sits there.” 

“So? You’re interrupting my show.” 

“Yeah, I mean, all he does is sit there. He’s stagnant, he’s a stagnant 

guy.”  

“Maybe he’s somewhere that matters to him. Maybe there’s nowhere 

in the world he’d rather be than that bench right there.” 

“At a bus stop?” 

“You don’t get it. You don’t get shit.” 

“You’re pissed.” 

“I’m not,” Opal shrugged and turned the volume back up. “I don’t 

wanna talk about that guy,” she shouted over Delilah. 

“Alright,” Rudy said, parking. “You’re right.” 

“You know,” Opal looked over at Rudy as he turned the car off. 
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“Delilah says couples shouldn’t have big topic discussions before work 

or right before bed.” 

“Yeah? Well, that Delilah, she would know, huh O?” 

On the ride home, Rudy went on and on about how skilled he was at 

being a supervisor, he was high from what he called an “on-time kinda 

day.” 

“The trick is,” he rambled as he drove. “You gotta pay your employees 

cool, make sure they’re taken care of, man. Then you go the little extra 

mile, you know, put some coffee out in the morning, little breakfast 

treats, woo-woo. You know, it’s like what Delilah says, ‘Treat others the 

way they want to be treated.’”  

“You hate Delilah,” Opal interrupted him. 

“Hate’s a strong word, O. Besides just because I don’t like her don’t 

mean I can’t hear her when she’s on the radio.”

Opal rolled her eyes and looked out of the window. She watched the 

Oak trees that lined the station as they pulled out of the staff lot, they 

were half-bare, the leaves left almost completely changed. If Rudy was 

Rudy from yesterday, she’d ask if he remembered when the city first 

planted the trees and that before they were there everyone who wanted 

to sell their cars parked them on the strip of dirt where the trees are 

now. And Rudy, before, he’d probably say something like, “Oh yeah, O, 

you’re right, you’re right,” and that would’ve been enough.

“We’re prepared you know, I mean, you don’t win the APTA 

International Rail Rodeo Operators Competition when you’re late, that’s 

all I’m sayin’, we’re on time. Yeah, sure, shit happens, stupid people 

throw things on the tracks, but we’re prepared all the time, you know, 

to start again, keep the system going—”  

Opal cut him off again, “My train home was late.” 

“For real?” Rudy said and when she was quiet. “Hey, for real, O?”  

Opal noticed Rudy pulled into the street before their townhouse.

“Where are you going?” 

“Weasel’s.” 

“Weasel’s?”

“It’s Friday.”
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“But you’re going to the Moon tomorrow morning.”

“I mean, I’m goin’ to start astronaut training. But I got what you 

mean, O.” 

“I thought we’d have time to talk.”

“We gotta celebrate, O. C’mon now, I got a surprise.” 

“More than going to the Moon?” 

“In addition to, baby, in addition to.”

In the background, Ask Delilah! was winding down, “Tonight,” she 

cooed, “I am switching things up a bit because I am in the mood. In 

honor of his birthday, I am going to leave you with this quote from Mr. 

Guion Bluford, ladies and gentlemen, please ‘Take the time to invest in 

yourself.’” 

Rudy parked and turned the car off. Opal was twisting the ring 

around her finger and she turned to Rudy and asked, “Do you remember 

when you left me in a hotel in San Francisco?” 

Rudy looked like he’d forgotten and then seemed almost hurt that she 

asked him that after so many years, and hesitantly said, “Yeah.” 

“Why?” 

Opal stared at Rudy’s jaw, visible because he’d recently shaved his 

beard, she waited for it to clench, to soften, to show some emotion, but it 

was a neutral jaw and she learned nothing from it.  

The car’s headlights were still shining on Weasel’s front door. 

 “Let’s talk about this later,” he said and opened the car door. 

“Later?” 

“Yeah,” he said, and opened his door. “Later.” 

And before Opal could form her next thought, Rudy was opening 

Weasel’s door without knocking. The house was Weasel’s grandfather’s 

house, passed down to Weasel when his grandfather passed away, and 

with the house, Weasel also inherited the role of neighborhood host. 

Every neighbor and old friend in town came to Wise Weasel’s on Fridays. 

When they went inside half of the neighborhood was already there. Anel 

was talking about building a base inside of a tunnel on the Moon. 

“The Chinese found a tunnel,” she was saying. 

Opal watched them all chat over plates of spaghetti. How could they 
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know?, she thought, how could Anel (Cry Baby Anel) know about Rudy 

going to the Moon when she had just found out that morning? 

“The Chinese found a tunnel on the Moon, O,” Anel told her. “When 

Rudy goes, tell him to look closely, for real, they’re gonna build a secret 

base inside of it.” 

“How’d you know about Rudy?” Opal glared at her now. 

“Girl, we all been knowing about Rudy.” 

“Oh, and you didn’t think to tell me about it?” 

Anel looked at her as if she was a complete idiot, she glanced at Opal 

and then at Rudy holding her gaze with him longer, before laughing out 

loud and saying, “No siree, Bob. That’s not my job.” 

Opal looked over at Rudy and pushed her finger into his chest. 

“You told everyone else before you told me?” 

“I was nervous, O. Sorry, okay. It’s all my fault, alright. I take all the 

blame—” 

“See?” Anel chewed while she talked loudly. “See, I told him,” she 

pointed at

Opal and looked over at Rudy. “I told you to tell her. Months ago I told 

you.”

Opal looked around—everyone in the room must have known before 

her that Rudy was going to the Moon. 

“Shut up, Anel,” Opal stood over her. “Who brings spaghetti to a 

party?” 

And Anel stood up and said, “I bring spaghetti to a party, bitch. And 

you can’t have no spaghetti, since you got such a damn attitude.” 

Opal got close to her face, “No one wants your nasty-ass spaghetti,” 

she told her. 

Rudy stood up and shimmied his way in between them. 

“C’mon ladies,” he said. “What y’all fightin’ about? Spaghetti? C’mon 

now.” 

Rudy put his hands on Opal’s shoulders. 

“Look,” he said, and then took his hands from her shoulders and 

addressed everyone in the house, raised his voice. “Look, everyone: Your 

boy is about to go to space. Also, I’m on television in about thirty



Fiction

8  Occam’s Razor

seconds and since you,” Rudy yelled through the back screen door to 

Weasel who was sitting on a folding chair just outside,“Wise Weasel, since 

you got the big screen, I was thinking we could all watch it here.” 

“You’re on TV?” Opal looked incredulously at Rudy. “When in the hell 

were you going to tell me about that?” 

“Shh…baby, it was a surprise.”

  Everyone rushed to get to the television, Anel who was 

congratulating Rudy, hugging him. 

“Wow, Katy Perry, huh?” she said and Rudy laughed. 

“Yep, Katy Perry,” he told her. He was way taller than her and Rudy 

kind of scrunched down to talk to her. 

Part Two

“Our story today covers a young man who made a sizeable deposit almost 

six years ago,” Aliyah beamed at the camera. “How does it feel Rudy, to be 

one of the first to go on a commercial flight to the Moon?” She stuck the 

microphone into Rudy’s face. 

“Uh, well, damn,” Rudy and Aliyah chuckled. “My bad,” he whispered. 

“It’s okay,” Aliyah told him as she nodded and pushed the microphone 

toward Rudy. 

  “I feel great,” he told her, “Actually I’ve always been into trains 

because trains are like the OG spaceship, you know, they transported us 

through time and physical space. Time zones began because—” 

“Wonderful, wonderful,” Aliyah stopped him. “And I hear that you have 

been saving for this excursion to the Moon since you were seven years old?” 

“I sure did, Aliyah. Saved my money from my birthday cards, being a 

lifeguard, and you know, etcetera, etcetera. You know, going to space has 

always been a dream of mine—”  

“Absolutely wonderful,” Aliyah took the microphone from Rudy’s face. 

“And what was your inspiration, Rudy?” 

Rudy looked into the camera, “When I was seven I went to the space 

center,” he started, but then paused and said, “My daily inspiration is my 

beautiful fiancé, Opal. Opal, I love you baby, and I can’t wait to marry you.”

“Oh! How heartwarming,” Aliyah gleamed. “Well, Rudy, I know you’re 
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celebrating with friends and family tonight. But one little girl over here 

wants to be the first.”  

A kid stepped in front of the camera.

“For real?” Rudy asked.  

“Hello, Mr. Rudy,” the kid said, she was smiling and swaying back and 

forth.

“Aw, man. Hello, kid, whassup, what’s your name?” 

“My name is Lynnaya. Congratulations, Mr. Rudy,” Lynnaya giggled and 

jumped up and down while she talked. “I just wanna say that because of you, 

Mr. Rudy, I’m gonna go to space one day too.” 

“Man, that’s what I’m talkin’ about!” 

“That was great,” Aliyah laughed. “Any advice for our future space 

traveler Lynnaya?” she asked sticking the microphone in Rudy’s face again.  

“Yeah, yeah, sure,” Rudy put a hand on each of Lynnaya’s shoulders 

and she stopped jumping, he told her, “Lynnaya, take the time to invest in 

yourself.”

Then Rudy and Lynnaya faced forward and smiled for the cameras. 

 “Wonderful,” Aliyah laughed. “Well, there you go. A local Bay Area 

native, he helps to get us to work on time and now, he’s shooting off into 

space. He is one of the two-cashed individuals that will be taking off from 

Cape Canaveral, circumnavigating the Moon, and returning to Earth. Rudy 

Carranza and musical pop-star Katy Perry will be the first humans in deep 

space in fifty years, and ostensibly traveling further into our solar system 

than any humans before them. Rudy, we hope you have a safe lift off and a 

safe return back to Earth.” 

Part Three

“They made us take a swim test to make sure we can handle the 

training,” Rudy told Ant. “We had to be able to swim a mile in twelve 

minutes.” 

“But they didn’t know you was the NCS Division 1 Swim CHAM-PI-ON!”  

Ant had always been Rudy’s hype man.

“Man, I was lapping fools! Anyway, I’m super fit for space and now 

homie, it’s bouta be me and Katy Perry floating up in space, zero gravity,
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just chillin’.”

“Damn,” Ant patted Rudy hard on the back. “We gotta homie going 

into outer space. Ah, Houston, we gotta homeboy on the Moon, I repeat, 

a homie is on the Moon.”  

“Bruh, it’s crazy. I’m going to be with the stars and with the stars, 

you know what I mean. Did you know that stars are a bright spheroid of 

plasma held together by its own gravity?”

“Space is crazy,” Ant nodded. 

Opal didn’t want to be at Wise Weasel’s anymore, but she didn’t want 

to be without Rudy—she felt crowded in the house, the other half of the 

neighborhood had filed in and everyone was hot-breathed and sweaty. 

She decided to go for a walk.

“I’m gonna grab some more Crown,” Opal told Rudy. 

“See!” he told no one and he told everyone. “See! That’s my ol’ girl, 

gonna go grab some Crown.”

Outside, Opal passed Kennedy Park, the same park that it had 

always been, the trees had grown overtime and they installed a new 

playground three years ago but the place was still the same. It was a 

cloudy night, at first, Opal couldn’t even see the Moon. Space, Rudy told 

her once, is the expanse that exists beyond Earth and between celestial 

bodies. 

Opal walked further out from the old neighborhood and to the 

corner store on Seventh Street. Their neighborhood was a thick, wool 

blanket. Opal knew it better than anything—her strand in its fabric was 

modest but present.  

Litter from a Hot Cheetos bag blew across the sidewalk like ghetto 

tumbleweed—the town was dark and lonely, no one was out at this 

time. The only places open in Decoto were La Ferro Karaoke, the liquor 

store on Seventh and the tattoo parlor where Opal had got both of her 

tattoos, one of Rudy’s name across her chest, the other an empty circle 

on her lower back that Opal had always meant to fill in with something. 

She hated that tattoo—it was a spur of the moment thing, careless and 

permanent. The same guy that was always there was at the liquor store, 

and she was the only customer, their exchange was brief and Opal was 
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back on her way to Weasel’s shortly after. 

At one point, she stopped walking and opened the bottle of Crown 

she’d bought at the liquor store. Above her, the clouds broke, she could 

see the Moon for just a few seconds before the clouds closed in again. In 

a few months, she thought to herself, Rudy would be up there, and Opal 

could picture it—Rudy floating in space, Rudy looking down to Earth, 

she could see it all through his eyes. 

Opal thought of calling the Ask Delilah! hotline. Maybe Delilah could 

tell her something. She finally decided she would call her and when she 

did the line was busy and dropped her call. She kept trying and finally, 

someone answered. 

“Hi, please share your troubles with us.” 

The voice on the phone was not as sultry as Delilah’s. 

“Hello, my name is Opal,” she told them, “my fiancé—wait, is this 

Delilah?” 

“No this is Tiana,” the girl answered. “I screen the incoming calls first, 

so please, share with us, Opal.” 

Opal thought of Rudy, about what he’d said on television, that he’d 

always made her tea in the morning, even though he didn’t drink tea, 

and that he listened to Ask Delilah!, even though he hated it. 

“Opal? Tell me more about your fiancé? I’d love to help you and I bet 

Delilah would love to help you also? Did he cheat, honey? Does he hit 

you? If you’re experiencing an emergency I strongly advise you to hang 

up and call 9-1-1.”

Opal hung up the phone. 

When she got back to the house, Wise Weasel was sitting on the porch 

smoking a Backwood.  

“You coulda beat Anel’s ass,” he told her and Opal chuckled, and 

Weasel looked up at the clouds and said, “If you wanted to, you coulda,” 

he said. “I guess.”

And he went back to smoking his Backwood. 

Opal went back inside. Everyone had shifted down, slouching on 

couches and there was a mixture of loud voices and very soft voices. In 

the kitchen, Ant was playing some of the old tracks he mixed years ago. 
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Anel and some of the others were singing the lyrics with him. All the 

good girls, the homegirls, the ol’ ladies, the down-ass bitches know the 

neighborhood’s most important rap songs, and they sing along with the 

guys.

Opal found Rudy. 

 “Here,” she said and pulled a milk carton from the liquor store bag. 

“I heard astronauts lose up to two percent of bone density in space. The 

calcium leeches from your bones and makes them brittle as fuck.” 

“Oh yeah,” Rudy brought his face close to hers, he was smiling, his 

breath smelled like whiskey. “Where’d you hear that from?” 

  “Google,” Opal shrugged and she didn’t move away, and they 

just stood there close, flirting like they had when they first met, close 

enough to kiss without kissing yet. 

“When we get married, Rudy, you can’t be pullin’ this shit. You can’t 

be goin’ to the Moon whenever you want.” 

Rudy held up his hands, “I know. Babe, I know.” 

“Where’d you go that morning? When you left me in Frisco, Rudy?” 

“Frisco?” Rudy laughed, “Babe, no one calls it Frisco.”

And before Opal could retort she was interrupted by Ant who notified 

the entire room that a repeat of Rudy on the news was on. And after 

the news was over, everyone that came to Weasel’s: friends, neighbors, 

people from back in the day, they all wanted to hear Rudy who put his 

arm around Opal and told a story about the Moon, about his dad, about 

the trains, about before they repaved Decoto Road, about, about, about 

and everyone kept drinking and listening—and Opal waited patiently 

for him to finish his storytelling so that they could go home. 

And Nacho was the first of the night who wasn’t able to handle his 

liquor, he walked through the crowd and up to Rudy and yelled, “Rudy-

Tootie, Fresh and Fruity! You ain’t tight man! You ain’t shit! So what 

about the Moon? It’s right there, look, I see it every night,” Drunk Nacho 

stumbled around and pointed at Weasel’s stucco ceiling. 

Someone said, “I don’t see it, Nacho.”  

And Nacho was ignored. 

Rudy looked over to Opal and said, “Hey baby, you ready to go home?” 
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She nodded. Hours must have gone by. Rudy was leaving in the 

morning.  

“Rudy,” Opal slurred, trying again. “Rudy, why’d you leave me in 

Frisco?”

Rudy laughed again, “Frisco.” 

They were drunk.   

They walked home. 

Part Four

Opal took the train with Rudy to the airport’s station and he waited 

with her on the platform for the train that would take her to the bakery.   

“You’ll probably catch the 6:25 back,” Rudy told her. “You gonna 

transfer at Bay Fair or 19th?” he asked. 

“Probably 19th,” she told him. 

“Yeah, that’s what I was thinking, 19th is probably better.” 

Rudy held her hand as they walked off the train and stood on the 

platform, he squeezed it gently and said, “Maybe you should transfer 

at Bay Fair, that might be easier, you could probably get a seat if you 

transfer there.” 

“I think 19th will be fine,” she told him. 

“Yeah, you’re probably right.”

“Rudy, just tell me where you went that morning that you left me in 

San Francisco. I deserve to know. You know, you’re just off to the Moon, 

whenever you want. It feels like you’re leaving me.” 

“Opal,” he started, Opal’s train was approaching, the ringing of the 

tracks echoed loudly in the underground station.  

“Opal,” he said again when the train stopped. “I’m going to the Moon. 

I’m following one of my dreams. Can’t you just be supportive?”

The train doors opened. Opal nodded. They kissed goodbye. She went 

through the doors. It smelled like piss. She sat in the middle of the train, 

forward-facing, close to a door but not too close. A couple sat next to 

her— hey argued over whether it was Wednesday or Thursday that his 

mom said she’d be in town. She said Wednesday but he insisted that it 

was Thursday because, because Wednesday didn’t even make any sense.
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Opal tried to tune them out. Her phone buzzed. It was Rudy. 

“Hey,” she answered filled with a sadness that she didn’t quite under-

stand yet.

“Hey,” he said. It was quiet.

“You at Sunshine Biscuits yet?” he asked her. When Rudy goes to the 

Moon, Opal will watch the video of his landing on her cell phone be-

cause they didn’t own a television.

She looked outside the window, it was early and still dark outside, 

a single bare Oak grew in front of the sign for the bakery just off the 

tracks. Its branches were like bony fingers stretching for the sky. The 

Moon hung above the sign and tree, a brilliant, glowing orb, so misera-

bly far away from her. 

“Almost,” she told Rudy while she played with the ring on her finger. 

“Almost.”



Katrina Wedding

Thanks- many are saying I’m the best

140 character writer in the world.

–  Donald Trump, Twitter

The truth is, I have heard this all before.

“So, what?” she’d say, ashing her cigarette,

the brittle flakes littering my report card 

or crusting a My-Little-Pony’s tail. 

“I was the best writer in my class.” Or

the best singer, the best actress, the best

mother. Nothing a narcissist says is

unique, or true. She could brag to her friends

about her gifted daughters, then hang up

and scoop our toys into a garbage bag.

When the president tweets, I recognize

the simple turns of phrase: very unfair,

rigged system, believe me. The fabulist 

is tireless when dressing lies as facts. 

“You know, she’s psychic,” one of my mother’s

several men told me. For years, I behaved

as if it were true. Then she was Zelda 

Fitzgerald in a past life. Also, an 

alien abduction survivor. She

communed with the dead. She could hypnotize.

DeClercq Poetry Contest 2018, 1st Prize

The Best
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But she never got rich. She was never 

famous. She brought no one back from the grave.

How many nights did she wake me, shaking?

“Tell me I’m pretty. Tell me I’m good.”



Life Side A
Jason Norris

From my first memories moving to the rhythm at family reunions, 

to well into high school, I was always a tall, awkward presence on the 

dance floor, but that never stopped me. As for my sense of style, or at 

least attempts at it, all credit is given to my dad and his latest fashion 

trends. I still get a good laugh at the sight of him in my parent’s wed-

ding pictures. The photos, complete with hazy, light-brown hue, and 

straight out of the Olan Mills wedding collection, depict my father tow-

ering over my mother, his three-inch platforms just barely visible below 

the hem of his dark-brown, bell-bottom pants. Matching the nostalgia 

of his lower half is a floral, polyester shirt and butterfly collar. The scene 

stealers are a fully picked afro and a pair of lamb chop sideburns that 

flow into a thick but well-groomed beard. At one glance you can tell he 

is one bad mother (watch yo mouth), very capable of cuttin’ some rug.

My mother, on the other hand, has had a few different looks over the 

years. Much shorter than my father and me, she has significant features 

from a Mexican father and Native American mother, big cheeks and 

large, dark brown eyes. In the wedding picture she has on her tradition-

al Mexican wedding dress that looks like she is wrapped in a beautiful 

and intricate white doily. I inherited the long, straight, Native hair she 

has pinned up and her smile is gorgeous. I am told the wedding was 

beautiful and their first dance was to a love ballad from a band named 

Heatwave. The song “Always and Forever.” It is impossible to tell from 

this picture that it is my mom whom I thank for my rhythm and soul. I 

speak of my parents separately because, as it turns out, “Always and For-

ever” only lasted a year, and after the divorce, I would live with my mom 

in the East Bay for the earlier part of my life. It is her musical preference 

that is the base to all I have come to love, listen, and dance to.

My mom today is a much different version than the one I grew up 

with. In her younger days, when I was in grade school, she was a

Creative Nonfiction Contest 2018, 1st Prize
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professional saleswoman trying to make it in a man’s world. Dressed 

to the nines in her designer business attire, she always took the time 

to do her hair and make-up. She loved to wear jewelry and often left 

our house smelling like the perfume counter at Macy’s. Her cars, for 

the longest time, were jalopies with special features like push to start 

engines—I mean you literally had to push to start them, two people 

in the back while one would steer and pop the clutch. Eventually, she 

graduated to a new, fancy-to-us Nissan Maxima that she could impress 

the clients with. She worked her tail off to support us and I didn’t mind 

being left with a babysitter so she could take a night off and go dancing 

with her girlfriends.

For a decade or so, the two of us lived in a little apartment on the 

outskirts of town. It looked as old as my parent’s wedding photos, shag 

carpeting from wall to wallpapered wall, and a dingy white popcorn 

ceiling. As far back as I can remember, there are memories of my mom 

watching Soul Train on the old tube with only ten channels. As she got 

ready for a night out, I used to love watching the people just groovin’ 

and feeling the music. It looked like so much fun and often my mom 

would catch me trying to shake my own little groove thang. She said I 

was destined to be a dance machine.

Soul Train was very popular at the time; however, it was not my main 

source of music. My mom was always a collector of things. She once 

had a match collection from all the hotels she stayed at during her 

travelling days. That was quickly removed from the shelf when she came 

home one day to find that her son had become a pyromaniac and had 

nearly burnt the backyard fence down playing with them. The other 

collection, which posed no threat of a structure fire, was a vast selection 

of vinyl records. She had quite the accumulation of Luther Vandross, 

Teddy Pendergrass, The Isley Brothers, Earth, Wind and Fire, Prince, etc. 

You name it, she had it. Later, when I found out about love, and the birds 

and the bees, these records were my go-to samples for mixtapes I would 

record and give to girls. They were my discreet way of saying everything 

I didn’t have the courage to. As an innocent little boy, my favorite was “I 

Heard It through the Grapevine” from Marvin Gaye, but performed by 
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a group of cartoons promoting California Raisins. It’s funny how songs 

switch context as you mature and learn the actual meanings. In my 

life’s playlist it was a catchy jingle, but it probably meant betrayal to my 

mom and hers.

My mom’s pain would be my gain, and thanks to her I had a solid 

foundation of soul, Motown, disco, and funk to build upon. Hip-hop 

from the slums of New York would be next to go into my musical 

archives. Before ever owning a cassette tape or my own radio, I 

remember hearing the up-tempo beat and rhyming lyrics of The 

Sugarhill Gang’s “Rapper’s Delight” on the living room stereo. The music 

was different from anything I had heard or felt before. The bass rumbled 

out of that old speaker and shook me from the inside. My face must have 

looked like the YouTube videos of deaf people hearing sound for the first 

time. Okay, maybe not that dramatic, but I was truly blown away. 

My mom and I still lived in the same run-down apartment and she 

sometimes took on a roommate to help make ends meet. At this time, 

we lived with one of her girlfriends from work and her son. Their names 

and faces must not be that memorable, but I do remember that he was 

two years older than me and was very fashion forward for the times. 

I wanted to dress just like him. We were always rockin’ Kangol bucket 

hats, matching Adidas sweat suits and shell-toed shoes. For Christmas 

that year we got a large piece of linoleum and a ridiculously oversized 

ghetto blaster. Like a drum set, it was one of those presents parents 

wish they could take back immediately. On the way home from school 

we would race our bikes to the local video store, rent the newest break 

dancing movies and run home to watch and mimic them for hours. 

True to its name, we nearly broke all the furniture in the living room 

trying to pop-n-lock, head spin, and windmill to world famous DJs like 

Grandmaster Flash and Afrika Bambaataa. 

Hip-hop was on its rise to glory and so was pop. Soul Train was still 

on the air, but that era was giving way to the advent of a new one. A 

network called MTV was all the craze. I remember being glued to the TV, 

watching Michael Jackson’s newest music video premiere of “Thriller” 

with my mom. At first, it scared the stuffing out of me, but it didn’t take
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long for me to get past the zombies and start moonwalking, literally, 

everywhere. I even acquired the parachute pants, with zippers up and 

down the legs, and a Members Only jacket from the “Beat It” video. I 

loved M.J. for a long time and when he went “Bad” so did I, in a sense. 

I was changing just like the music culture in the 80s. As hip-hop was 

morphing into the more aggressive rap age and becoming a nuisance 

to society, I was changing from a boy to a trouble-making adolescent 

and becoming more of a handful for my mom. I went from playing 

with matches to getting in fights and getting sent home from school. 

My parents decided it was time I moved to the country with my pops, 

my step-mom, and my two younger half-sisters. I had been taken off 

the shelf like the profanity-laden albums of 2 Live Crew. “Times were a 

changin,” as they would say out in the sticks.

Like a human tennis ball, I had always been bounced back and forth 

between parents, so I knew what I was in for when I arrived. Musically, 

each room of my father’s house was as unique as its occupants. Any 

given weekend you could walk through our house and leap from genre 

to genre, as if someone was erratically pressing buttons on a jukebox. 

The twang and heartbreak of a country western singer, like Randy 

Travis, who had lost his love, horse, and banjo bled from the farm style 

kitchen where my step-mom prepared lunch. My dad usually wrenched 

on the family car in the garage for hours, listening to old rock classics 

and loud guitar riffs from rockers like Jimi Hendrix. The sound of a 

dog howling in pain in the room next door to me was really my sisters 

doing their best impressions of Mariah Carey while playing house with 

their Barbies. In my room, bass and obscenities from Tupac Shakur 

boomed through the poster covered walls and blacked out windows. A 

solid pounding on the wall and a stern order to “Turn that shit off!” was 

always the protocol.

My teens and Death Row Records came during high school, the worst 

timing for my parents. I was in full rebellion stage and had started 

smokin’ “Chronic” and sippin’ “Gin and Juice” just like Snoop Dogg and 

Dr. Dre. My sisters were getting to the age where they were old enough 

to know that their brother was doing bad things in the backyard. My 
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dad caught me one day and we’ll just say that ended with me slipping 

out my window that night, bags packed with a brand-new shiner where 

my eye used to be. Pops wasn’t having it, and when I returned a week 

later, my mom was there to take me back to the Bay. A recipe for disaster, 

I was hungry for the party. My mom couldn’t stop me and there was new 

music in town.

The rave scene was the latest to take over. House beats from DJ Dan 

and Donald Glaude were the newest addition to my music repertoire. My 

bedroom walls quickly filled up with black light posters and flyers. Lava 

lamps sat next to incense holders and a bong on the shelves. A glow-in-

the-dark galaxy shined brightly on the ceiling above. The underground 

parties raged all through the night and so did we. My friends and I went 

twice a weekend, every weekend. With pupils dilated, we danced until 

the sunrise, on who knows what, with who knows who, happy and free. 

The music, the art, the lights, the drugs… it was an obsession for a long 

time. 

Many years later, dance and music are still in my blood, but the 

narcotics are not. When the summer comes, you can find me at a good 

music festival with lots of variety, like Outside Lands or Coachella. My 

latest dance partner, of three years, is very easy on the eyes, loves music, 

and is a show stopper on the dance floor. Being eight years my junior, 

the playlist to her life is much different than mine, obvious by the stages 

we pass and the songs we know. As I have gotten older, I have grown 

fonder of the classics and she loves the more recent relevant artists. It’s 

fun watching her reminisce to Kaskade or Calvin Harris and she has a 

blast watching me rock out to Tom Petty and Elton John.  

Like thumbprints, I believe that each one of us has a unique life 

soundtrack which, if played aloud, would have its own distinct musical 

story. Through close investigation of the genre, the artist and song at 

each node of the harmonious timeline, a vivid recollection of where 

a person has been physically, mentally, and emotionally could be 

recreated.  Without an actual author, a beautiful biography would be 

written. 

I wish I could press fast forward and see what the future holds, but I’ll
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have to be patient. Will there be a Heatwave love ballad or something 

heartbreaking from an artist like Adele? What song might be playing in 

the background of the nursery, the intro to my own child’s soundtrack? 

Will there be war songs, or will there be peace? Whatever the future has 

in store for me, I am eager to start recording Life Side B.



Katrina Wedding

Early this morning I discover the cat 

huddled beneath our son’s plastic slide. Still 

breathing, his right eye 

sealed shut in a mottle of blood. 

Missing for a week, how many mornings has he 

waited here to be recovered, but run 

for deeper cover with the rise 

of daylight’s bright cacophony?

Ten years together, he trusts me 

to handle him. I find wounds on his neck, legs. 

Blood caked in his filthy fur. He shifts 

his weight like giving in,

and looks at me like maybe this is it.

I call the vet, and as I sit with him

remember other cats killed 

by pneumonia or cars,

how when I was young each loss roiled

inside me. Broken, hysterical sobs.

Departures met with equal parts 

tantrum and agony.

I stroke an unmarred place along his chest,

talking to him slowly, voice low.

“It’s all right,” we often say, not really

meaning “you’re going to get better.”

 Donald Markos Poetry Contest 2018, 1st Prize

That Said
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Like some quiet room

where a nurse says, “It won’t be long.”

The listener’s eyes don’t even look away

shoulders set, still as dawn.



A Halo of Curls
Brianna Verdugo

When you were five years old, a little girl named JonBenet was 

murdered. Her angelic photo filled the TV screen on the evening news 

so often, you could have sworn it left an imprint on the tube even when 

turned off. When your mother was watching, you couldn’t talk to her, 

she wouldn’t respond. But sometimes she’d call you over to sit in her lap. 

She’d brush your hair harshly, plowing through the tangles, and tell 

you to be careful in everything you did. 

Then she came home with a set of pink foam curlers. She rolled your 

long brown hair from the bottom up, which took her hours. She tied a 

scarf around your hair and told you to be careful how you slept. Don’t 

roll to one side, don’t move at all. You built a barricade of pillows to 

keep yourself still. In the morning, your mother pulled out the rollers 

excitedly. The spirals were tameless. Jacked up and lopsided. You looked 

a mess, your hair a broken bird’s nest. She ran a static-filled brush over 

and over through your hair until she gave up and put it in a high pony. 

Your scalp tender and red.  

Your father said he thought the parents did it. Something about 

them he didn’t trust. Your mother told him it wasn’t possible, that’s 

not something a mother could do. But then again, who wrote the note? 

Everyone knew the note was fake.

In the bathroom alone, you opened your mother’s makeup drawer 

and put on her lipstick. It didn’t look anything like JonBenet’s. Her doe 

blue-green eyes and platinum hair seemed to stick to the back of your 

eyelids. Her tiny smile. The grownupness of her style. Though you could 

see it in your mind, you couldn’t execute with your hands. You heavily 

applied blush all over your face, which made you look sunburned, so to 

offset it you smeared baby powder on top. Your mother found you and 

cleaned your face with a damp cloth. Then she took you to the dollar 

store to buy hot pink Jordanna brand lipstick, which stuck to your front 

Flash Contest 2018, 1st Prize
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teeth. Stick your finger in your mouth and blow, that’s how you keep the 

lipstick from sticking. 

Your mom bought a box of bleach and sat you down in front of the TV. 

Dateline, Unsolved Mysteries, the evening news. The goop your mom put 

on your head smelled terrible, it tingled your nose, it burned your scalp. 

You kept trying to stick your tiny fingers into the paste to scratch and 

your mom kept smacking your hands away. Leave it alone, don’t touch. 

It’ll burn your fingers. You’re going to look so good with blonde hair. 

Blonde, like hers, not brown, like your father’s side of the family, whom 

you never saw, not even at holidays. You’re going to look so grown up.

A photograph of JonBenet eating pineapple meant something, but 

you didn’t understand what. If the parents didn’t do it, then who did? 

Can a nine-year-old boy make a garrote?

She stuck your head under the faucet of the clawfoot bathtub and 

told you to close your eyes. You could see the yellow locks swirling 

around the porcelain. Then she blow-dried your hair and made up your 

face. In the mirror, you didn’t recognize yourself. You still had the same 

green eyes and olive Hispanic skin, but you seemed to fall deep into a 

halo of yellow curls. She put you in your Easter dress and shiny shoes. 

You sat down on the couch and she gave you an empty teacup to hold. 

She got a yellow Kodak disposable camera and took your picture. Don’t 

move, don’t breathe. Turn on the TV.

When your father came home, his eyes bugged out of his head. You 

ran to him and he picked you up, but he kept looking at you funny.  

Do you like it? 

Sure.

You tore a photo of her out of a magazine at the supermarket when 

your mother wasn’t looking. Then took the picture home and kept it 

hidden in your room. You tried to mimic her in the mirror. Tilt the 

head, lift the chin. You could see black specks in the roots of your 

hair. A woman’s hair is her crowning glory, your mother said, picking 

disdainfully at the ends of her own. 

To get the yellow out you needed toner. It would burn, but not as 

bad. Your mother wasn’t sure how long to keep it on. Better to leave it 
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on a little longer, even when you were crying. We’re looking for that 

white gold. We’re hitting platinum. We’re blowing past Cindy Crawford 

and heading straight towards Pamela Anderson and Anna Nicole. If 

you could look like any woman, who would it be? Your dad likes Nancy 

Kerrigan, that buck-toothed bitch.

Kristi Yamaguchi.

Really? Not Heidi Klum?

When your mom stuck your head under the faucet you knew 

something was wrong. You couldn’t see her face, but you could feel her 

muscles tense. Then something loose frittered away. Down, down, down 

it went. Golden strands circling the drain. Clumps falling out like the 

dead and diseased. 

Your dad came home and stood in the doorway of the bathroom.

I didn’t mean to.

Without saying a word to Mom, he scooped you up, wrapped you in a 

blanket, and took you outside. It was dark, stars were out. He said,

I spy with my little eye.

What happened to JonBenet?

The parents did it.



Untitled (2018)
Nick Szabo



Henry and the Dog
Jennifer Corti

Henry didn’t like the manager of the hotel, an unfortunate thing, 

as Charles was also his new boss. After Henry was fired from his home 

nurse job, Charles offered him work as the resident handyman at 

the Coit Ramsay Hotel. He figured Henry could double on paper as 

the “resident nurse” allowing Charles to gouge a little more rent from 

the ritual of Social Security checks that arrived once a month. Plus 

an “on-site nurse” could be a legal bonus if the hotel were ever sued. 

The appearance of a post-mortem family looking to collect happened 

from time to time at the Coit. Charles called the ancient residents that 

haunted the Coit the Cryptkeepers—the coroner, the morgue, and the 

ambulance were their most frequent visitors. Charles told Henry he was 

not to provide any actual medical care to the Cryptkeepers. “The Coit is 

no goddamn HMO.” The job was handyman based, designed so Charles 

never had to leave his office. Henry took the job because he had no other 

way to make rent.

Charles was an unfortunate thing weighing in at over four-hundred 

fifty pounds that rarely jiggled from his chair. He liked to lean out 

the split door of the office to yell “Turn down that fucking TV before I 

shut off the power!” at the Cryptkeepers clustered around the ancient 

television with stolen cable in one back corner of the lobby. He lived to 

catch a peek of what he affectionately called “beaver shots” from the 

working girls resting on the couches between shifts out on the street. 

Charles liked to pretend he was a pimp. He’d call upstairs for Henry 

when there was an issue at the Coit that could only be accomplished 

by someone mobile, and when he had Henry trapped in his office, he 

enjoyed trying to sell Henry on one whore or another, or to give juicy 

updates on the dominatrix couple running a dungeon out of two rooms 

on the third floor. “You shoulda seen that guy run outta here, Henry. He

R.V. Williams Fiction Contest 2018, 2nd Prize
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 still had one nipple clamp on, pants flappin’ in the wind, and I heard 

Lady Melissa chased him halfway down Broadway. I guess someone 

musta forgot their safety word.” Charles liked to talk with food in his 

mouth, and some fell on his shirt as he gave his weird giggle. It was easy 

to imagine if Charles ever got up, it would make a sound like wet Velcro. 

Having spent all day on beaver shots, he had plenty of advice as to which 

pussy seemed best on any given day. 

“Henry, you’re still a young guy. You gotta still have some left in you. 

How about that tasty junkie that just rented the room up on one? She 

ain’t half-bad when she has her teeth in.” Charles licked his fat lips with 

the tip of a surprisingly pink tongue. “How about I move her to your 

floor? Right next door? Betcha you could slip in a freebie if you make 

nice.” Charles wiggled in his seat and his fat shuddered in a way Henry 

did not like to watch.

Henry walked around the city when he wasn’t working at the Coit 

Ramsay. There wasn’t much else to do, except sit in his room, eat cheap 

cheese with bologna and crackers, drink, study the blotched bruised 

ceiling, the odd cracks and crumbles of his room, and drink more. His 

dirty second floor window opened out to the wall of the adjacent build-

ing over an alley, and at night he would try to fall asleep to the echoes 

of the pros working and the dealers dealing. Sometimes he couldn’t get 

drunk fast enough and boredom would force him out and he would 

walk.

His regular route took him around to the lake, into tiny small parks 

named after people, through faded playgrounds, and past the brackish 

puddles at the downtown end of the lake. He’d walk through Chinatown 

to Japantown, then down to the slice of block defended by the last of 

the from-somewhere Eastern Europeans. Small things about the city 

he liked, like how the skyline turned dirty orange or how the fog rolled 

in and reflected the city lights with a weird glow. Down and before the 

overpass there were sets of old Victorian houses. A few were enjoying 

tech rebirth, construction everywhere. The rest sat with their porches 

slumped and windows dark. There was one liquor store open late at the 

end of the street on the corner beneath the overpass, and Henry would 
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lie to himself about buying another bottle. Henry bought the cheapest 

smokes instead, and sat out across the street smoking and counting 

cars until he killed the pack. Then he walked up Broadway and back to 

the Coit.

Henry nodded to the old Chinese man who always sat outside the 

market at the corner of 15th and Harrison, and went in to buy the 

night’s last bottle he had told himself he wouldn’t buy. The market was 

a cornerstone hunched beneath the edge of the Coit. It fed the residents 

with Top Ramen, Kraft Mac & Cheese, condoms, smokes and liquor. The 

old man sat outside on a frayed beach chair with a cane at one hand and 

a perpetual cigarette in the other while his wife ran their store tight 

and cold. The wife shouted “No credit card! Cash only!” if she didn’t like 

the way a customer looked, and no matter how many times a day Henry 

bought something at the market there was never a flicker of recognition 

in her suspicious eyes. The wife saw everything and the whores didn’t 

bother to try and steal from her. 

The old man blew a snot rocket every time Henry walked past, 

surgically landing right before Henry’s next step. Henry was mugged a 

few months back, in the twenty-four hour parking lot behind the Coit. 

When he crawled out punch confused with a broken nose and a screwed 

up arm, the Chinese man spat, missing Henry, but not by much. Henry 

curled on the sidewalk against a parking meter, cradled his arm and 

watched the old man. The old man stared back silently until the police 

patrol came around. 

The store was protected after closing by a large dog, a mix with 

German Shepard markings. The dog was not beautiful but he was well-

trained, proud, and fierce. He did not ever wag his tail. He spent his 

nights guarding the store, his days chained to an ancient rusted-out 

truck parked nose-first in the alley. Two wheels sat melted flat on the 

ground, the back pair rusted on blocks. The dog chain connected to 

some part of the frame underneath. The chain only allowed the dog to 

get within a foot of the alley’s mouth, but people walking past would 

veer towards the curb instead of straight through to avoid the dog. No 

one ever considered putting their hand out for a sniff or tried to pet
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him. During the day the alley and the sidewalk beyond were the dog’s 

unchallenged territory. When the wife and the old man closed for the 

night they brought the dog in and he would patrol the market with 

military precision until they returned in the morning. He never slept, 

never stopped pacing. He watched the doors and windows, and no one 

dared to lean against the storefront for long. The dog was dedicated. 

Henry wondered if even the husband and wife could enter the store 

until daylight. 

Henry bought his bottle and another cheap pack of smokes. The old 

woman glared at him as he counted out the last of his change. Henry 

went back to the Coit. He almost made it past the office and had one 

foot in the elevator when Charles called out. Henry clenched his teeth, 

hunched his shoulders and held the bottle behind and against his leg so 

Charles couldn’t see it, and went up to the reservation counter. 

“Henry, we gotta get that room on three cleaned up. I’m not payin’ 

the hazard guys to do it, it ain’t that bad. Open the windows, get that 

smell out, and get the stain outta the carpet, or blend it in. Or cut some 

scraps from that old carpet in the basement and patch it.”

 “I don’t have tools for that.”

“You can think of something… what the hell do I pay you for?” 

Charles picked something out of his teeth, inspected it, and ate it again, 

watching Henry.

 “And don’t get more fucked up. Your fault if you puke while you’re 

working the room.”

“Probably smell better,” Henry mumbled, glad he bought the fifth 

instead of the pint. 

Henry woke up with an impressive hangover. He was amazed at how it 

didn’t matter how many mornings he woke up sick, he never got used 

to the feeling. His brain was too large for his head and it felt detached, 

painfully slipping around hitting the walls of his skull. His mouth 

tasted like gummy ass, and his stomach felt like he ate a battery. Henry 

stared at the forgotten bologna still sitting out warm on the table coat-

ed by an oily rainbow sheen, the edges of the meat slowly curling in. He 
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threw up and lay back down, staring at his bruised ceiling. 

He woke up again a few hours later to the sounds of furious barking. 

The barks were deep angry bass exclamations that grew larger as they 

echoed up the walls of the alley, pounding into Henry’s brain. His eyes 

felt like they bulged with every sound. Through hangover fog he won-

dered what the hell was going on. He had never heard the guard dog 

bark before. The dog never barked. His presence was usually enough. 

Henry staggered to the window. Down in the alley the dog strained 

against his chain, backed up, lunged, was snapped back, and lunged 

again. His hackles stood in a stiff ridge from nose to tail and slobber 

swung from his jaws as he barked, enraged. Sitting just outside the 

mouth of the alley was an ugly old tomcat, bathing itself with deliberate 

slowness. The cat was less than a foot away from the dog, having chosen 

his spot with surgical precision. The dog was determined, straining 

against the chain, stretching his body trying to get the extra few inches 

he needed. 

The cat was an old city tom passing through. His fur was greasy, 

stained, and lumpy. One eye watched alert, a dilated pupil with a thin 

ring of green. His other eye was long dead. The last half of his tail was 

rotted bone bent at a strange angle. He fixed his good eye on the dog, 

offering an open challenge and an equally open insult. 

The guard dog threw himself against his chain, reared up and fell 

back. Henry threw a beer can at the cat. He missed easily. He shut the 

window and the effort hurt every hungover cell in his body.

The phone rang. 

“Henry! Wake it up! I need that room done today! I wanna rent it by 

tomorrow!”

Charles was yelling to make sure his voice got in past Henry’s hang-

over. Henry thought his ears or nose might bleed. 

“In the next hour I wanna see you started. Up and moving. No wonder 

you got fired from your girly nurse job, surprised you didn’t kill any-

one.”

Charles hung up. Henry gave the phone the finger, put on pants, and 

went to work. 



Fiction

34  Occam’s Razor

The room Henry was assigned to clean sat three floors up on the same 

side of the building, right above Henry’s room. Ninety square feet, with 

only a sink and a hotplate. Some of the small cheap rooms in the Coit de-

pended on shared bathrooms. The dead tenant of this room had solved 

that problem by using the sink as a urinal. When Henry unlocked the 

door, he was punched in the face by the smell of ammonia and death, 

and he ran to open the window. The window was nailed shut with 

crooked used nails and part of the sill and drywall tore away as Henry 

forced the window open enough to lean out. He gulped air and strug-

gled to swallow back a gag. Down in the alley the dog was straining to 

get at the cat. The cat minced a circle, presented a crusty ass, and then 

returned to licking itself. The dog frantically renewed his attack, the 

chain snapping harder with each lunge. 

Henry watched as the old man from the store hobbled down to the al-

ley, nailed the cat with a cough of phlegm and brandished his cane. The 

cat bolted and the dog crawled deep under the old truck until Henry 

could only see the tip of his nose beneath the edge of a rotted out wheel 

well.

Henry forced the window up as far as he could and looked around a 

room uninhabitable by healthy standards long before it became a death 

scene. Pictures cut from porn magazines stuck to one wall, arranged 

around a three-year-old calendar in strange patterns. There was a twin 

bed with a sprung mattress piled with stiff sheets, plus the sink that 

looked like an entrance to hell, and a closet. Old takeout cartons dotted 

the room, rotting with assorted shades of mold spilling out. Pile after 

pile of books and magazines lined the walls and rustled with roaches 

nesting between pages. A very large dark stain sat in the middle of the 

floor, composed of at least three types of body fluid. The room’s former 

inhabitant was a shut-in no one knew. She quietly died on the floor with 

the radiator pumping full blast with the only window sealed. After a 

few weeks the smell got too bad to ignore. The body had swollen enor-

mously in the heat, splitting open at the soft seams and spilling into the 

carpet. The tenant was taken away in parts and plastic bags. 
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Henry spent the morning working harder fighting dry heaves than 

on fixing the room. By late afternoon, he couldn’t take it anymore, so he 

dragged himself down to the lobby to report in with Charles.

“Henry! You all done with the room? You look like shit.” Charles swiv-

eled his chair away from his desk, chopsticks in one hand and carton of 

delivery chow mein in the other.

“No. I don’t think we can have it ready for another few days.”

“We? You. You can’t have it ready.” Charles frowned, then sniffed. “Je-

sus, man. You stink! What the hell did you drink last night?”

“It’s the room. It’ll take a few days to air out, and I don’t know about 

the stain...” Looking at Charles eat his food made Henry’s stomach pre-

pare for another heave. 

“Just fix it. I’m renting it. Get outta here, the smell of you… you ma-

kin’ me sick. I’m gonna waste my lunch.” 

Henry went to his own room and showered until long after the water 

went cold. 

He took an extra long walk, trying to air himself out. On the way back 

he avoided the mouth of the alley as usual, but there was no dog keep-

ing watch. Henry looked into the shadows. The dog was under the truck. 

Henry thought he heard a quiet growl, and he saw the tip of the dog’s 

nose. He bought the small bottle from the market along with a box of 

crackers and a can of Cheez Whiz. The old lady eyed him. He could still 

smell the room up on the third floor. 

Henry woke up to barking, snarls, and clanking metal. The cat was back 

to tease the dog.

The dog backed up, crouched, and took a running launch at the cat. 

The chain yanked him off his feet and he yelped. The dog backed up for 

another attack, paused, then launched himself against the chain, again 

and again. The cat knew exactly how close the dog could get, and sat 

within inches. It sat close enough to smell the breath forced out as the 

dog threw himself against the chain. The cat sat, cleaned itself, then 

stared at the dog, never flinching. Henry watched the scene play out 

until it started to depress him. Then he went back to work on the room 
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above. 

The smell was alive and well even though Henry had left the window 

open and had filled the sink with bleach and soap. He opened the closet. 

Surprised roaches fell down on him like crawling hail when he pulled 

a mass of ancient clothes from the top shelf. Underneath he found two 

twenties and a bag of coins. He took trip after trip up and down in the 

questionable elevator carting out molding garbage, newspapers and 

books. Roaches seemed to flow from the debris and the dominatrix 

team stopped in the hallway to laugh as Henry hopped around the 

room slapping at himself, freaked out and repulsed when a roach got 

up his pants or down his shirt. The elevator regularly stalled between 

floors and wouldn’t move until someone hit the button on another level, 

leaving Henry trapped inside indefinitely. 

He spent a long set of hours fighting the mattress down the stairs be-

cause there was no way he was going to ride in the elevator with it, then 

he spent the last of the day failing to part out the rusty metal bed frame 

with a broken screwdriver he found. Henry was amazed how incredibly 

strong rust could be when it chose to fuse things together. He dragged 

everything else out to the dumpsters in the alley. 

Henry usually avoided the dumpsters in the daytime when the dog 

was chained up, but on this day the dog had larger concerns than Hen-

ry. The old man had chased the cat away in the afternoon, and Henry 

expected the dog to be exhausted from the hours spent trying to get 

at the cat. Instead, the dog continued to lunge against his chain. He 

didn’t bark, but when the chain yanked his neck and jerked him off his 

feet he cried out. Then the dog would rest a few minutes, panting, and 

tried again. He didn’t give Henry or the pile of dead garbage any notice. 

Henry wondered if the dog had lost his mind. It seemed like the dog was 

trying to drag the old rusty truck to get the short few inches he needed. 

Henry hated seeing the dog this way. He never cared much about the 

dog before except to avoid him, but this hurt to watch. What was once 

an impressive animal that proudly defended his small world without 

challenge had become a broken crazy thing rolling frantic eyes with a 

crust of dried foam along his jaws. His fur was dirty and matted from 
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being repeatedly thrown to the alley floor, and the collar had rubbed 

his neck raw. Henry finished loading the dumpster, chained and locked 

it, and went back in.

Henry took another long shower until he couldn’t stand the cold water. 

When he got out he was sure the smell had invaded his room. He had 

gotten somewhat used to it while working, but once out of the shower 

he could smell it brand new. He opened his window and smoked a few 

cigarettes to try and mask the smell. Then he put on clean clothes and 

took the stairs down to the lobby. 

“Henry! Talk to me a minute,” Charles waved from his office. “Tell me 

the room will be done tonight.” He stared at Henry with a cold expres-

sion. 

“Everything but the floor.” Henry couldn’t imagine anyone actually 

living in the smell, and he decided that wasn’t his problem. “I told you, I 

need some tools.”

“Fine. I gotta do every goddamn thing around here.” Charles turned 

in his chair and for a split second Henry thought Charles might actu-

ally stand up. Instead he scooted his chair to the back of his office and 

produced an old toolbox. 

“You can use this, but don’t steal anything. I got it all counted. Even 

the nails.” Beads of sweat dotted Charles upper lip and forehead from 

the effort to produce the toolbox. “Everything. Done. Tonight. I got it 

rented.”

Henry looked in the toolbox. There was a hammer, a screwdriver, 

a small pair of bolt cutters that might cut the carpet, and an old box 

cutter without a blade. A couple of padlocks mated with their keys, a few 

screws, nails, and random metal objects rolled around on the bottom.

Charles’ expression changed to a dirty grin. “You gotta see the sweet 

piece I rented that room to. She can’t be one-hundred twenty pounds 

soaking wet,” he giggled and winked one piggy eye, “and at least forty 

pounds of that is all titty.” 

Henry wondered for a second if Charles meant one titty or both. 

“That room is right above yours, no? I told you I’d get a woman on top 
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of you somehow.” 

Henry started to walk away with the toolbox. He wanted to drink.

“Hey! Leave that behind the counter. Don’t want it pawned out.” 

Charles mopped his brow and licked the sweat from his lip. “Pick it up 

on your way back in. And get that fucking room finished. Tonight.”

Henry went to the market on the corner. The frayed beach chair sat emp-

ty outside. He went in and saw the old man in the back of the store. The 

dog was lying on a blanket and the old man sat on the floor next to him, 

patting his side, trying to coax the dog to eat. The dog’s collar sat off to 

one side by his water bowl. 

The dog raised his brows a little to look at Henry as he walked in, then 

closed his eyes. Henry bought the big bottle and smokes with the money 

he’d found. 

Henry picked up the toolbox at the reservation desk. Charles gave 

him a one-finger salute.

Henry took the bottle and the toolbox up to the room above his. He 

used the bolt cutters to slice up the bedframe and drank. He stacked the 

metal parts in one corner of the room, and sat opposite, studying the 

stain while sipping at his bottle. He thought about the new tenant with 

the forty pounds of titty. He thought about the dog and looked out the 

window watching the pros working in the alley. The empty dog chain 

lay slack along one wall. One of the working girls looked up, caught his 

eye, and waved to him as she climbed out of the cab of the old truck 

while her customer scuttled away. 

Once he was reasonably drunk, Henry went to work on the stain. The 

stain was relentless. There was no way to clean it, so he cut out layer af-

ter layer of foul carpet and crushed padding, down to the wooden floor 

which had a clear print of the stain.

Henry recognized the pattern from the ceiling in his own room. He 

loaded the carpet parts into the elevator, took a large swallow from the 

bottle, and pushed the button, sending the carpet down alone. He took 

the stairs down, unloaded the elevator and cut a large patch from the 

old carpet in the basement. After he hid the stain, he stumbled back 
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down to the alley and dragged the remnants to the dumpster. It was dif-

ficult to wrestle the repulsive pieces of carpet up and into the dumpster 

without letting them touch him. Twice Henry staggered around off bal-

ance and fell. When the scraps were finally contained he struggled with 

drunk hands to lock the dumpster back up and the old truck caught his 

attention.

Henry wiggled himself beneath the truck with the bolt cutter and 

studied the chain. It was locked to the back wheel axle of the truck in 

the alley. He cut it free and moved the chain to the end of the frame rail. 

He locked it all back up with the padlocks from Charles’ toolbox and 

tested the chain. An easy seven inches more. 

He wasn’t ready to go back to his room just yet. Instead he went past 

the Coit and peeked in the window of the closed market. The dog was 

still lying on the blanket in the back of the store. Same position, on his 

belly with sore neck stretched out, eyes closed and his nose between his 

paws. Henry tapped gently on the window. The dog didn’t move. Henry 

tried to focus drunk eyes and assure himself the dog was breathing. 

After long minutes he saw the dog give a deep sigh. “Seven inches, man. 

I got you seven inches,” Henry mumbled, mostly to himself.

Charles was a lump asleep at his desk. Henry snuck past and took the 

stairs up to his room. He finished his bottle in the shower and either the 

water or the alcohol helped him forget the smell. Or maybe the steam 

made the smell heavy and it was waiting on the floor. The water went 

cold and he passed out thinking he could see the stain on his ceiling 

even in the dark.

Henry woke up early with a hangover and a full bladder. He peed and 

went back to bed and was almost asleep when he heard clinking in the 

alley. The old man was chaining the dog up for the day. This time he 

spread out a blanket while the dog stood by with his head hanging. The 

old man gently checked the dog’s neck before he attached the chain to 

the collar. The dog curled up on the blanket with his back to the mouth 

of the alley. Henry remembered the extra inches and felt an urge to yell 
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out to the dog and tell the chain’s secret. His head hurt and his hang- 

over was insisting he go back to bed, but instead he grabbed the empty 

bottle and pulled his chair to the window. There was no way the ugly old 

cat was going to tease the dog today. 

Morning work traffic began to ramp up, and with the cars and the 

busses and the exhaust came the foot traffic on the sidewalk and the cat. 

The cat took his perfect spot and began his cleaning ritual. He paused 

to study the dog and looked triumphant. Henry saw the dog’s curled up 

body tense. The cat stuck one leg up high and licked his balls. The dog 

got up with suffering slowness, turned toward the cat, and shook him-

self. The collar rubbed against his neck and Henry heard a small whine. 

The dog walked like an old man toward the cat with his head hang-

ing low and his tail between his legs. He got to the spot he knew well, 

the point in the alley where his chain reached its limit, where he had 

snapped his neck and fell to the concrete over and over. 

The cat stared at him fearlessly and nibbled for fleas.

The dog shook his head again. 

He froze and his posture changed.

The chain clinked a loose song against the concrete.

The dog raised his head, ears alert. 

The cat licked.

The dog’s tail stiffened and rose to its former pride.

The cat looked up mid-lick.

The dog lunged with everything he had left. 

Henry laughed at the expression of shock and hate and understand-

ing in the cat’s single eye as the dog’s jaws snapped shut.



Our Old Victorian
Jacquelyn Spence

You told me our house was a Victorian and 110 years old so I sang “Happy 

birthday” to the peeling paint of its shutters. It kept its wish a secret 

and I didn’t ask so it might come true. I thought our old Victorian was 

like the Redwood trees I’d seen in glossy magazines that grow bigger 

and stronger with each year and no one told me any different. You 

peeled the pretty flowered paper from the walls and were dismayed to 

find ugly lime green paint. When it started to seem too small, you took 

a sledgehammer to a wall and were so surprised when gray fuzz like 

snow fell from the drywall. When I’d hide up in the attic, I’d look out the 

windows to the grass so far below and hope our house would be strong 

enough to hold me upright.

When a great big storm came and it screamed along the sides of the 

house, between the fence and the shed, between the trees, I cried and 

you said if I stopped maybe the sky would too. So I closed my eyes and 

waited for my eyes to dry and the thundering to stop. When we woke, 

we traipsed down to the basement and found that the dirt floor had 

turned to muddy water that went up to our knees. The foundation 

cracked. Outside, the peeling paint had been stripped from the sides of 

our old Victorian. In the yard, a tall oak had snapped into splinters, a 

rope swing woven amongst the slivers.

DeClercq Poetry Contest 2018, 2nd Prize



Father Tongue
Alden Apusen

To this day my father and I haven’t had a conversation that lasted over 

ten minutes. No fatherly words of advice, no discussion about school or 

sports, and definitely no drawn out lectures to teach me a lesson when-

ever I’d been acting out. My father isn’t in some far off place because he 

left my family and me; in fact, my parents have been together for almost 

twice the time I’ve been alive. My father doesn’t have some severe 

disability that prevents him from speaking. In fact, other than a habit 

of smoking, he is quite healthy. My father has never abused my brother 

or me. In fact, he stopped challenging us physically once we both grew 

taller than him. My father is from the Philippines and though he’s lived 

stateside for over forty years, and even became a U.S. citizen in that time, 

his ability to speak English isn’t at a conversational level. 

Assimilation, he word that we use to describe ourselves: the Filipino 

people. Many second-generation immigrant children born in Amer-

ica are conditioned to embody the ideals of the country in which we 

are raised, and to reject the cultural ancestry in which we came from. 

300 years in the covenant and 50 years in Hollywood is how historians 

would sum up Filipino history. Hundreds of years worth of social condi-

tioning by two different colonizers has taught my people that our way 

of living and speaking is inferior to theirs. We go off to live in the lands 

of our colonizers in order to become something far removed from our 

ancestors. And as a result, many of the children born in America from 

the people of the Philippines don’t speak our mother tongue, Tagalog, 

and I’m no exception. 

For twenty-three years of my life, I could barely speak even a few 

words in Tagalog, and for a good fifteen of those years I thought it point-

less to learn. Everytime I wanted to speak to my father, we wouldn’t get 

very far in communicating with one another. We spoke different

languages, despite being of the same people and citizens of the same 

Creative Nonfiction Contest 2018, 2nd Prize



Apusen

 Occam’s Razor  43

country.

No matter how much my parents tried to teach my brother or me Ta-

galog as we were growing up, none of it ever stuck. The lessons at home 

were never consistent. My parents instead prioritized my learning of 

things that would help me move up in American society. That included 

math, science, business, economics, U.S. history, welding, driving, psy-

chology, Spanish, English especially, but not Tagalog. They could never 

facilitate a need for speaking it. Even when my mom or dad spoke to me 

in Tagalog, my pre-teen self would always tell them to speak to me in En-

glish, or even worse, I made fun of their accent. My mother was fluent in 

both tongues so she had no problem switching back and forth—though 

she was saddened every time my brother or I made her switch. Unfortu-

nately, my father was vulnerable to a different kind of sadness. He didn’t 

have the luxury to feel sad about speaking to his kids in English instead 

of Tagalog; rather he was subjected to not speaking with them at all. 

It didn’t help that I grew up in a town full of people who didn’t look 

like me. Manteca, California: a majority white town with other ethnic 

groups sprinkled here and there, surrounded by agriculture and farm 

animals, and the smell of manure whenever you’d take a step outside 

the boundaries of the suburb. The only people that I could identify with 

ethnically for the first thirteen years of my life was my immediate fami-

ly. I was the token Asian kid in my elementary and middle schools, and I 

was always reminded of how different the shape of my eyes were, or how 

exotic the school lunches my mom packed for me looked or smelled. 

I was too foreign for the white kids, leaving me to hang out with the 

Latino and Hispanic crowds, which I grew jealous of because almost all 

of them were bilingual. Most of my ideas about being Asian came from 

movies and stereotypes that my friends had for me. Only later did I find 

out that even in various forms of media featuring Asian people, Filipino 

experiences and people are largely unrepresented. Even in Asian Amer-

ican culture, it seemed as if we were the outcasts. The only way that I 

could learn about my culture was through unengaging

passing interactions with my family, and even then, it offered no way of 

learning about or building upon my own cultural identity. I had an
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identity crisis in my formative years. I had trouble identifying with any-

thing culturally. I was too American to talk to my parents and family, 

too Asian to fully relate with the friends I had at school, and my brother, 

who was the one person who could possibly relate to me, was too young 

to comprehend his own cultural experiences. 

But then again, so was I.

When I was five years old, my father took me out to a McDonald’s, 

but for the first time in my life, he made me order food. The restaurant 

and line were relatively empty. It was only us and the cashier. My father 

asked me what I wanted, and I told him that I’d like the Happy Meal 

with the chicken nuggets. He told me that I had to tell the cashier what I 

wanted to order. It was a high-noon standoff. No one wanted to advance 

the line any further.

“I can’t! I can’t! I can’t!” I said in a tantrum.

I couldn’t because I was a shy five-year-old. He yelled at me in Taga-

log to order my food. Then I started crying, and it felt as if everyone in 

the restaurant beamed their eyes at us with judgement, though it was 

only the cashier who wanted to get through her shift. Looking back, I 

thought he was just trying to get me comfortable with speaking with 

other people, which he was. But as I grew older and I ate out in public 

with him more, I saw another reason for him yelling at me to order that 

day. Whenever we’d sit down at a restaurant, I’d see him pointing at lam-

inated menus to show the waiters and waitresses what he wanted. He’d 

always ask my mother to repeat food orders to cashiers in English. He’d 

get excuse me sir could you repeat yourself multiple times before he was 

finally understood. My father didn’t like looking as if he was stupid for 

not being a fluent English speaker, and to avoid that, he’d have to find 

workarounds to get by in public.

It was hard to look up to my father. The only other Filipino public 

figure that I could look up to at the time was Manny Pacquiao. Still, the 

one thing that my father and Pacquiao had in common was that they 

were both ridiculed for how they spoke English. Instead I found my 

role models in hip-hop. Something about an ethnic group that lived far 

away from their country of origin, forced to create a new culture of their 
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own because their cultural identity had been lost to time, really related 

to me. American culture felt like it hated me, Asian culture was too for-

eign for me, but Black culture seemed to understand what I was going 

through. Groups like Wu-Tang Clan even sampled audio clips from kung 

fu movies showing me that it was possible to blend cultures and make 

something beautiful out of them. Rappers seemed to have this mastery 

over the English language, while still maintaining and creating their 

own cultural identity. It made me think that maybe someday our lan-

guage and way of life could be accepted as well. Regardless of my own 

realization, my father hated hip-hop. Maybe because hip-hop culture 

was the opposite of the model minority mold that he already fit in. May-

be it was because they talked too fast and he couldn’t understand what 

the music was saying. Maybe it was because this music connected better 

with his son than he could.

It wasn’t until I entered high school when I found out that kids my 

age could in fact look like me. Turns out that my parents got a house in 

the Caucasian part of suburbia, and the high school in our town was 

able to unite the self-segregated neighborhoods. I was stoked to see that 

this high school had an Asian club, and that this club consisted of some 

Filipinos. And all of them were into hip-hop. We bonded over having 

almond-shaped eyes, a similar taste in music, and a need to find an iden-

tity within a group of people—especially since we couldn’t fulfill that 

need at home. It was the kids born into American culture who I related 

to the most. We seemed to experience the same kinds of racism and the 

same difficulties with understanding our cultural identity. But in this 

club, I found the first-generation immigrants to be the most interest-

ing. They had lived in the motherland, spoke the mother tongue, knew 

who they were culturally, and even taught me a thing or two about the 

Philippines. But to the other Asian kids born in America, they were the 

butt of all the jokes. Why are you so FOB? I can’t understand what you’re 

saying. He does that because he’s too Filipino. FOB—an acronym for “fresh 

off the boat”—is a derogatory term that is rarely used by the common 

racist. Instead, FOB is a term that the Asian community commonly uses 

for each other. When someone can’t assimilate correctly into American
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culture, they are labeled a FOB. Seeing kids make fun of each other for 

acting out their cultural identity was off-putting for me at first, but I 

wanted more than anything to fit in. 

As my dad was dropping me off for school one day, I had hip-hop play-

ing on the radio. He asked me to change the station, as he mocked how 

the rappers delivered their verses. 

“Why?” I asked.

“I can’t understand what they’re saying.”

I told him that he was a FOB for not understanding. He didn’t re-

spond.

Years later, I was introducing my dad and mom to my girlfriend at 

the family dinner table. The question of why I didn’t learn any Tagalog 

came up. My dad scooped up a condiment to put on his rice—a pink col-

ored fish paste that’s quite delicious despite it’s initial look and smell.

“Do you know what this is?” he asked.

“Bagoóng.”

Buh-ga-oh-ng.

He told me that when I was younger he’d try to teach me the name of 

all these Filipino dishes. When it came to bagoóng specifically, I’d make 

fun of the way it sounded. Bagoh-ÓNG-ÓNG-ÓNG. My girlfriend looked 

at my dad with a sad nostalgia in her eyes as to reflect the emotion in 

his voice. Because he didn’t show it. Tagalog is a language with a lot 

of repeating syllables that could sound humorous to an English-only 

speaking child. This definitely wasn’t the only time that my brother 

or I mocked him for simply trying to teach us. We’d mock the natural 

cadence of the language of our parents, and the way that our dad would 

mix up his P’s with his F’s. It’s San Francisco, not San PRAN-Cisco! If 

anyone received as much ridicule as my dad did for introducing Tagalog 

words to their kids, then I imagine that they’d stop trying to teach them 

also.

I keep telling myself that I’m going to learn Tagalog; I have a Tagalog 

for Beginners book, I work with a bunch of old Filipino guys that throw 

me a few phrases here and there, my girlfriend knows basic Tagalog, 

and my mom would make a great teacher. But I’m lying to myself; that 
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book’s been opened only once, phrases fly over my head, and I don’t ask 

the women in my life to help me learn. A beautiful language is begging 

for me to understand its structures and its history, and yet I ignore its 

pleading. There is no urgency to learn it. Except, that is, from my dad. 

He’s only getting older, and the opportunity to have just one conversa-

tion with him is surely fading.



To the Girl Two Tables Over
Matt Biundo

Neither the pellets of rain pounding the glass

nor The Doors’ “Riders on the Storm”

playing, quite loudly,

through the café speakers

are enough to drown out

your voice.

The rooster shows more consideration

in the morning on the farm,

politely waiting for dawn

before sounding the unwelcome alarm.

But your voice, loud,

uninvited, unexpected, unapologetic

stuck in my ears

in my mind

in my shrinking personal space.

I wish you didn’t look so familiar.

Donald Markos Poetry Contest 2018, 2nd Prize



Sankofa
Desiree Allen

January 1, 2018 9:13 AM

It was the strangest thing he had ever seen before, a bird flying while 

its head was turned back looking behind it. Why was it so strange? He 

had never learned whether birds could do that or not in actuality, but 

it was strange because he didn’t know whether it was a figment of his 

imagination.

“Wow… I never thought I would actually see the real Sankofa bird,” 

Jordan said, choking on his blood.

He didn’t know how long he was lying on that cold cement ground on 

the corner of 23rd and McDonald in Richmond. Maybe that’s why it was 

so strange to see that bird; maybe that was why he didn’t know whether 

it was real or not. It was at that moment when the bird disappeared into 

the dense fog morning that he felt the jolting sting and stabbing pain 

between his left ribs. 

He felt wet and cold and his body couldn’t compose itself, and kept 

shaking. At that moment, choking on his own blood from the inside, 

life slowly slipping from his grasp, he looked at the foggy sky one last 

time and smiled, “God, I never forgot, but the world did.”

December 31, 2017 12:43 PM

“As we wrap up our last days of Kwanzaa, I want to introduce a term 

that I want you guys to all remember,” Jordan announced enthusiasti-

cally to his 8th grade history class. “Sankofa. Everyone say Sankofa.”

“SANKOFA,” the class said in unison.

“Good. Good. Well, Sankofa is an African word from the Akan tribe in 

Ghana, which means ‘it is not taboo to go back and fetch what you have 

forgotten.’ The word refers to the Adinkra symbol as you can see on the 

projector there. It’s of a bird flying forward with its head turned back 

with an egg in its mouth,” Jordan recited to his class.

Flash Contest 2018, 2nd Prize
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“Yes, Crystal?” He asked one of his students as she raised her hand.

“What does that bird have to do with anything? And why is it flying 

while looking backward?” she asked.

“I’m glad you asked. Well it’s a symbol for moving forward to the fu-

ture but always remembering where you came from, hence the looking 

backward. The egg represents the future. You can’t move forward unless 

you know and acknowledge your past and your ancestors. A big part of 

history is the key to making a better tomorrow or else we’re doomed 

to repeat the same mistakes. As a community, blacks in America have 

suffered greatly, and every day we are still suffering from the hate and 

judgement. That is why it is extremely important that you know who 

you are and where you came from. If you don’t know that, you’ll never 

understand why the world is the way it is and why you have to work 

harder than your white peers.” With that, Jordan clasped his hands 

together and nodded his head, and the class followed as they did at the 

end of every class.

“Ase…” Jordan and the rest of the class said together and everyone 

got up packing their belongings.

“Hey Hey Hey remember today’s principle is…?” He yelled over the 

shuffling of papers and zipping of backpacks.

“Kuumba. Creativity,” the class responded.

“To do always as much as we can, the way we can, in order to leave 

our community more…” he stopped so they could finish the principle’s 

meaning.

“...beautiful and beneficial than we inherited it,” the class yelled as 

they walked out of his room.

Jordan believed, in all he was, that it was the responsibility of him 

and the rest of the black community to build one another up and 

educate the youth. He used his platform as an African American Histo-

ry teacher to do that. Because if it wasn’t for his after-school program 

teacher when he was in 10th grade, only God knows where he would’ve 

ended up. 

Jordan was a straight-A student, played basketball and ran track from 

8th to 9th grade. He witnessed his older brother Desmond, who was 
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on the varsity basketball team and his role model, killed by some store 

owner who said he looked like the black kid who robbed him a week pri-

or. This Asian store owner ignored the fact that Desmond pleaded with 

him, hands in the air telling him he was away for a basketball game 

down in L.A. that week. Jordan and Desmond’s mom gave the police 

Desmond’s basketball schedule and a note from the coach with a team 

picture from their winning game, and they still let the store owner off 

the hook. Said he feared for his life, it was self-defense.

Desmond was like a father to him since their dad died from cancer 

when they were younger, and it was just them and their mom. So, after 

this happened, Jordan’s grades dropped, he started skipping school, 

getting in fights, and even started hanging with the guys his brother 

always told him to stay away from in the neighborhood. He felt if doing 

things the right way got his brother killed, at least he’d have people who 

would have his back and teach him how to defend himself and demand 

respect.

Jordan was close to losing everything before his mom forced him to 

go to this after-school program and the right teacher gave him the right 

attention and inspiration which saved his life. From that point on, Jor-

dan got back into his studies and sports and vowed to do what he was 

given: give compassion and education to the youth of his community.

January 1, 2018 9:02 AM

“License and registration,” the white cop said, standing outside of 

Jordan’s driver-side window.

“May I ask what this is about officer? I’m just on my way to a festival 

with some of my students,” Jordan asked.

“Step out of the vehicle! PUT YOUR HANDS WHERE I CAN SEE THEM!” 

The officer began yelling, quickly grabbing his gun from his holster.

Jordan could feel the sweat falling down his face and his heart racing. 

He barely turned the corner from his house so he knew he wasn’t speed-

ing. Lord, if I never needed you before... 

“Okay, Officer, I’m about to open the door.”

Jordan kept his right hand in the air and he opened the door with his
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left slowly. He took one foot out and as he began to stand slowly, the 

officer whispered, “Uppity Niggers teaching that pro-black jibber-jabber. 

I remember you boy!”

“GUN!” and the officer shot. Jordan fell to the ground out of his car, 

staring into the sky. 

It was the 7th and last day of Kwanzaa. He would have spoken at the 

festival about the final principle Imani, which means faith—to believe 

with all our hearts in our people, our parents, our teachers, our leaders 

and the righteousness and victory of our struggle.

And like the Sankofa bird, he carried his students and hoped they 

would always remember and never forget, since America seemed to.



Milk Tea (2018)
Sarah Kamiya



Views of Valentine
Keanu Dasalla

Mr. Kristofferson awoke blearily at 4 AM, same as always. He guz-

zled down his multivitamins while the morning joe brewed steadily 

in the ancient pot. When his spindly legs regained their blood flow, he 

went outside in the chilly air to collect the day’s Chronicle. As had been 

necessary countless times before, he shooed away the vagrants that 

had accumulated like debris near the entrance to his building. For as 

long as he could remember, Mr. Kristofferson worked to keep his place 

of residence tidy, no sense in stopping at the interior like others were 

content to. 

Pitiful. If only they had the mind for forethought. Then they’d be like 

everyone else.

In the fifty years since his arrival, Mr. Kristofferson had grown to 

hate two things with a burning passion: vagrants and youths; the for-

mer because they took up space and reduced his property value, and the 

latter because they took up space and raised the median housing cost.

His disgust for vagrants—or rather, his fear of them—spanned de-

cades, back to the day when his drunkard nephew was stabbed to death 

in a convenience store down the street. His disdain for the younger 

generations, however, had seen a spike in the past two years. A group 

of five college students had been renting the apartment above him for 

about that time. On occasion, he would hear them partying like the sav-

ages he knew them to be, howling like moon dogs to music that made 

his ears bleed, chanting with language that did much the same. They 

were everywhere, meddling in everything, inescapable in this claustro-

phobic city. He’d be damned if he allowed either group to invalidate his 

hard-earned retirement: you only get one chance at life, and it wasn’t 

his desire to catch the heat of their burnouts.

Of the five students infesting his living space, he had a handle on 

four of them; they were at least predictable, contained nuisances. But 

R.V. Williams Fiction Contest 2018, 3rd Prize
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the fifth? He couldn’t get a read on the fifth. Oddly enough, he was the 

only one Mr. Kristofferson could identify by name. Sometimes he’d 

see him with the sidewalk hobos in the morning, sharing with them 

a paper-bagged alcohol bottle, water-fountain style. He didn’t talk to 

them like the trash they were: he talked to them as if they deserved to 

be talked to. Valentine they called him.

From the inside, Mr. K could see two feet dangling down from the fire 

escape, swinging in a slow rhythm. He opened the window and barked 

upwards.

“Excuse me, young man,” Mr. K commanded. “You’ve no right to mis-

handle that equipment. It’s for emergencies only. Didn’t your mother 

teach you better?”

The young man sipped slowly from his bottle, indifferent to the order.

“Shouldn’t you be in school?”

“It’s six o’clock,” said Valentine.

“Answer my question.”

“I’m heading out soon, if you really need to know. Not to school 

though.”

Of course not, Mr. K snickered to himself, what’s a lush but stolen air? 

Youth is wasted on the young: they don’t know how to spend it.

“Are you leaving, Val?” Santiago asked from behind the couch.

“Yeah. Lemme close the window first.”

He shouldn’t even be sitting out there. Shit’s not a jungle gym. 

He couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but something about Val made 

Santiago very, very angry. From a young age, his father had impressed 

upon him the importance of a college education. It’s a cutthroat world, 

mijo, Santiago recalled him stating bluntly, you’ve gotta fight to survive. 

It certainly stuck. Long hours into the night he worked and worked and 

worked until he calloused his palms and knuckles and elbows and soul. 

Always shoot for something greater, never let anyone pull you down. 

When his roommates would urge him to call it a night, to disengage the 

buzzing desk lamp, Santiago would snap his teeth and scoff at their lack 

of motivation. Greatness never stops, not even for the night. When
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his roommates would urge him to call it a night, to disengage the 

buzzing desk lamp, Santiago would snap his teeth and scoff at their 

lack of motivation. Greatness never stops, not even for the night. When 

he looked in the mirror, eyes bloodshot and darkly framed with sleep 

deprivation, he reminded himself of the alternative: the midnight side-

walk, the checkout line, the bottle. 

Of those things, Val embodied all of them. 

It was beyond his comprehension how, in this era, a person of college 

age couldn’t have collegiate ambitions. Doesn’t he know the economy’s 

in the gutter? Does he not understand the cost of living, especially in 

this town? You’re not getting anywhere without a four-year degree, idiot. 

There’s loans, grants, scholarships, tons of stuff to make it work. And it 

will work. It has to, or what’s the point? All the things Santiago feared—

all that beaded damply down his forehead at 12 AM—seemed of utterly 

no consequence to Val. Santiago had decided long ago that some people 

were simply beyond saving. He warned Annaliese of this many times, 

but to no avail. He tried once more before their noon lecture began.

“Just focus on your classes, Annaliese. He’s not worth your time; he 

doesn’t even go to community.”

“You need to spend more time with him, he’s your roommate for 

Christ’s sake. Do you guys just completely avoid each other or some-

thing?”

“I try my best. If we didn’t need that extra bit of rent money, he’d be 

out in an instant.”

“Is that a communal sentiment? Or is that just you talking?”

“If Don and the twins had spines it would be. You want some advice? 

Don’t wait for others to act on your behalf, you’ll never get anywhere in 

life.”

“Let me give you some advice, Santiago: step outside yourself for 

once.”

What does she see in him?

“Ooh, look at that guy over there. What about him?” Annaliese said, 

pointing downward to the opposite side of the street.



Dasalla

 Occam’s Razor  57

“Hmm... OK, he’s like forty-something. Let’s call him Wally. He’s got 

a NASCAR tee on, so I’m gonna say he’s a fan. Get this: he used to drive 

once, but he fell in love and chose to give it all up! He still watches all 

the races, goes to as many as he can, buys all the model cars, knows all 

the stats. This guy’s a real pro, but he keeps NASCAR on the back burner 

when it’s baseball season, because he knows his son loves baseball more 

than NASCAR. Wally’s a good dad, I’d wager.”

“You are good at this, Valentine! All that from a NASCAR T-shirt. I’d say 

you’ve got a future in profiling or psychology or something.”

“Comes naturally, I guess.”

Annaliese had played this game for years; it was a tradition passed 

down from her grandmother. People-watching, she insisted, was a pas-

time worthy of preservation. It pays to pay attention to others, she would 

say. Perhaps that was what made Val special.

She remembered their first meeting from many months ago. Her 

mother tossed her a list on a Post-it note and reasoned that, if she’s go-

ing to live at home for college, she should be more than willing to make 

the grocery run once in a while. As Annaliese stood in the checkout line 

of Gil’s Grub and Grocery, she hummed her favorite go-to melody: the Ju-

rassic Park theme. Something about that brontosaurus scene always got 

to her, made her nostalgic for a time she never lived in. Humming had 

always been a habit of hers; when she was young, her teachers would put 

her in the naughty corner for being a disruption—the last thing they 

needed was their precious few seconds of silence sullied by an amateur 

rendition of the Sesame Street Number of the Day. They told her to cut it 

out, but she never even considered it.

“I like that tune,” the cashier said, “Where’s it from?”

Annaliese had been caught off guard. “Thanks. It’s from Jurassic 

Park.”

“Favorite of yours?” he asked.

“You could say that. It’s the music that really does it for me, same guy 

who did Star Wars.”

And that would have been it, but on her next visit, standing in line 

once again, the very same tune floated by her with a low lilting candor. 
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It was the cashier. This time she remembered to catch his name.

“Val?” she asked, looking at his name tag.

“Yes, ma’am,” he responded, blushing.

“What’s that short for? Valentine?”

“I like to tell myself that, but I don’t know for sure; probably a happy 

accident. Totally kills it in mid-February, I do know that much—‘Hey, did 

you know my name is Valentine? We were meant to be on this blessed 

day!’”

Annaliese giggled. “Well it suits you, I can say that.”

And it pretty much went from there.

They had been people-watching for about two hours when Annaliese 

brought up Val’s alcoholism. It wasn’t ideal—Annaliese was acutely 

aware of that—but she felt it was necessary. She had Val cornered. She 

knew he’d be honest with her.

“Why, Annie? The sunset’s so beautiful right now.”

“Because, I just want to know. I need to.”

A lump became visible in Val’s throat. “Are you afraid of me? Did I do 

something to you?”

“No, of course not.”

“You know I don’t drink around you.”

Annaliese held Val’s cheeks softly in her palms. “I know… I know. But 

I don’t want you to be like this just around me. You deserve to be this 

way all the time.” 

She kissed him deeply so he’d know she meant it. 

“You’re a person. I people-watch. Don’t think you’re exempt, Val. The 

difference is that I’m here, not over there. Put me in your shoes, help me 

understand.”

Val sighed heavily, holding his hands over Annaliese’s before pulling 

them softly from his face. “You don’t need to know my life’s story, Annie. 

That’s not a burden I want you to bear.”

She considered for a moment. “But you’re numbing something, right? 

That’s what I’m feeling.”

“Aren’t we all? I’m just not good at hiding it, apparently.”
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Val was right. For the longest time, Annaliese thought that busying 

herself with school could distract from the constant heaviness she felt 

day in and day out. Perhaps she should’ve made more friends in high 

school. Perhaps she should’ve gone to therapy, like her mother told 

her to. Perhaps this, perhaps that. However, something had changed 

months ago in that checkout line, and life only improved from there. 

The heaviness remained, of course, but she’d also grown stronger with 

time. And the right company.

“What’re you holding onto? Trauma? Family troubles?”

“Something like that,” said Val.

Annaliese stared tenderly into his eyes, almost through him.

“Time only moves one way, Val. You know what I’m gonna say.”

“Forward, Annie,” he whispered, sinking lower into her arms. “For-

ward. Forward.”

 

Suddenly, a cell phone rang.

“It’s me.”

“I hope you’ve got a good reason for calling. I don’t like wasting my 

time with ingrates.”

“I’ve always been a waste of time to you. What’s different?”

“What’s different is that I could be doing something productive right 

now, which is kind of a new thing for me. I’ve got about eighteen years 

of my life to make up, so if you’ve got something to say, make it quick. 

Otherwise, fuck off.”

“I got a raise.”

“So?”

“Sixteen dollars an hour.”

“Am I supposed to be impressed? That’s chump change in San Fran. 

Maybe now you can get yourself a decent-sized tent.”

“That’s two more than you’ve ever worked for. Only took me two 

years.”

“Pssh. Try pulling that off with a fucking kid. Parenting ain’t cheap, 

you know?”

“It was for you, if what you did could even be called parenting. Day 
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drinking isn’t cheap either, is it?”

“I’m sure you’d know. Apple. Tree. It don’t fall far, sweetie.”

“...”

“Ooh. Got ya, huh? Happens to the best of us. Just don’t drink yourself 

to death over there. Or do, I don’t care. I doubt anyone else does; you 

don’t give off that worthwhile vibe anyways.”

“I became worthwhile. It took me a long time, but I did it.”

“Did you really? If you honestly felt that way, sweetheart, then we 

wouldn’t be having this conv—”

“And by the way, I do have people that care about me. More than you 

ever ha—”

“Riiiight. And here’s how it’ll go. Sooner or later they’ll stab you in the 

spine. They’ll twist it in too. Then, when you’ve stood up again, they’ll 

kick your knees in and spit in your hair and throw you down lower. 

That’s what this world does. That’s what people do, Val. If you’re really 

lucky, they’ll give you a participation trophy like mood problems or 

a drug habit or a teen pregnancy. After a while, you stop trying to see 

what they see, stop trying to give them the benefit of the doubt. The 

only person you’ve got is yourself; if you have half a brain, you’ll stop 

trying to understand people because people just aren’t worth under-

standing. And that’s the fucking truth.”

“...”

“Like I said, not very productive. Don’t call me again, OK?”

And then there was nothing.

Midnight had fallen by the time Monty decided to become a killer. He 

had the perfect plan too: he could shoot for second-degree murder and 

get a twenty-five year minimum, maybe a life sentence if he was lucky. 

The risk of capital punishment was still there, but Monty already knew 

that. He didn’t really care at this point. He didn’t have the energy.

Ten years ago, Monty thought he’d hit rock bottom. Homelessness 

wasn’t something he’d considered in grad school, nor did it cross the 

minds of anyone in his circles. None of his colleagues had written 

research papers on the dynamics of dumpster diving. Not one of his pro-
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fessors had trained him in the art of begging or grifting. No one could 

prepare him for the feeling of sifting through freshly discarded apple 

cores near Dolores Park, awash in the sideways gazes of sneering onlook-

ers—this place is infested!

He assumed, for the first few days, that it would be a temporary gig: 

get a little shut-eye in the park, pack some blankets and trash bags for 

storage, job-hunt the next day. Only after the second knife-wielding 

mugger did Monty fully grasp his new reality. The streets were his home 

now, and the lows just kept on coming: hypothermia in ‘09, two-month 

fast in the summer of ‘11, gangrene in ‘14. What money he could scrape 

from bird-shit-stained sidewalks and trash basins went to booze and 

bread, the two essentials. That was all he needed, he believed. But, 

without dignity and purpose, the body’s just a bag for food and blood. 

He accepted this three weeks ago when the city installed temporary 

Victorian-themed port-o-potties for the homeless in the park near his 

shopping cart. A knife in the wound, Monty grumbled to himself, really 

fucking funny. He had already tired of being treated like an animal—cor-

ralled and shooed away from the rest of society—but to have an imita-

tion dangled overhead like a rotting carrot was simply too much. If he 

had truly become an animal, he’d at least like the luxury of living in a 

zoo, not the unforgiving wild. He still felt the sting of humiliation from 

earlier that morning, when that decrepit old fuck waved him away like a 

diseased mutt. He never wanted to feel that again.

Monty grappled for a long while with the moral implications of 

murder; he could never be one hundred percent about it. He reasoned 

that he’d be able to live with himself if, and only if, two conditions were 

met: if the person seemed like someone who wouldn’t be missed, which 

is almost impossible to judge at a glance; and if he could force them to 

attack first through provocation. Monty recalled that drunks often fre-

quent the 7-Eleven near 18th and Sanchez. He hoped that he’d stumble 

into one with a nasty abuse habit or a penchant for molesting children.

That night, as the neon lights of the twenty-four-hour storefront 

shimmered against the rain-soaked sidewalk, Monty searched his mind 

for when it all went wrong. Was there a specific moment that he could 



Fiction

62  Occam’s Razor

point to and shoulder the blame upon? Ultimately, he admitted to 

himself that there wasn’t. It was all just a slow boil.

The door jingled cheerily as Monty entered. He was surprised to see 

that a target already awaited him, one who wobbled precariously in 

front of the irritated cashier, bagged bottle in hand.

“Sir,” the cashier groaned with an outstretched palm, “I’m gonna 

need an ID for this.”

“Sorry, sorry,” Valentine drooled, sloppily fingering his pockets, 

“I’m—I’m having a—hic—rough night.”

“Well good for you. Go have it somewhere else, please.”

Monty gripped the knife handle beneath his hoodie, noting the 

drunkard’s flimsy movement—his sad, heavy eyes. 

They were eyes that Monty knew.

Please give me a reason. Please. 

Valentine took a hefty swig from his backup forty, enough to make 

the cashier wince. 

Monty rushed toward the counter as the cashier greeted him weakly. 

Monty wasn’t paying attention. He slammed the drunkard forcefully, 

toppling him to the ground like a stack of cards.

“What the hell,” said the cashier.

Come on! Fight back!

Monty looked downward as Valentine laid crumpled in a sickly 

puddle, startled and confused. Suddenly, when Monty met his gaze, he 

no longer saw a path to prison. He didn’t see a way out or a life to take. 

Instead, he saw the man from the sidewalk. Instead, he saw himself in 

his second week of homelessness, curled similarly in a slow-congealing 

pool of spilled vodka, urine, and saliva. He thought of what it felt like 

then, shivering and sobbing himself to sleep while the world moved on 

around him, entirely indifferent. In an instant, the thought of mur-

der evaporated from Monty’s mind and he felt sick to his stomach. He 

briefly considered using the knife on his own neck, but what would that 

have really accomplished? Instead, he threw it to the floor, appalled at 

himself. He bent down, grabbed Valentine by the collar of his coat, and 

spoke with an authority he didn’t know he had:
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“Fix yourself, son,” Monty urged, “while you still have time. I’ve been 

where you are, so trust me when I say this—It’s. Not. Worth it. Whatever’s 

got you down, you’ll get back up again.”

With what little energy remained, Valentine mustered a tearful nod.

Releasing his grip, Monty exhaled deeply, brushed off his jacket, and 

disappeared back into the night. For him, nothing had changed. Yet, 

somehow, everything had.

The next morning, Val went into the medicine cabinet for three Ibupro-

fen. For the first time that he could remember, the pain in his skull was 

plainly acute, rather than dull and foggy. As he shut the cabinet door, 

a familiar face greeted him in the mirror. It was a pitiful face, one that 

bled tonic from its wounds and screamed in sloppy tongues, you’ll be a 

fuck-up just like me. It was a face he hated with every fiber of his being. 

He thought for a moment of punching the glass dramatically, like they 

do in the movies, but resisted when he considered the replacement cost. 

He’d just have to keep that face from ever stealing his again; he’d make 

sure not to feed its cravings.

Val dry-swallowed the pills and went to the fridge for a bag of frozen 

peas before collapsing onto the living room couch. It was still covered 

in his roommates’ discarded clothes and overdue term papers, but he 

didn’t really mind at the moment; it was better than a filthy linoleum 

floor. It was also a Saturday, thankfully, so the threat of unemployment 

had been averted for the time being.

Val sat in silence for what seemed like days, picking through stray 

remnants of his former life. He felt the crush of the winding food bank 

queue, the unforgiving eviction on his eighteenth birthday, the deaf-

ening thunder of the 101 overpass, the coughs and cackles and dying 

moans of society’s refuse as they withered away beside him. But he also 

recalled the turning point. He felt the outstretched arm of the epony-

mous Gil of Gil’s Grub and Grocery, whose awning had provided many 

dry nights of troubled sleep. On the rainy New Year’s day that Val nearly 

succumbed to the elements, Gil thrust open the double doors and spoke 

to him in an alien way: not as the worthless piece of trash he’d always
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convinced himself he was, but as a person who deserved to be spoken 

to. It caught him off guard.

Everyone deserves a chance at life, he said, and I’ll be damned if I let 

one end in front of me.

He remembered how strange it was to be wanted, to be needed. He’d 

become used to routine, but not the type that paid, not the kind that 

earned him the status of “functional human being” and a steady flow 

of unrotten food. Until the day had come when four gracious college 

students accepted him into their home, Val slept undisturbed behind 

the cashier counter.

Just leave him be, alright? He works here. If you’ve got a problem with 

that, get your shit somewhere else.

Val thought of Annaliese and the previous day. He wished he could 

express how much her words had meant to him, how much she meant 

to him. Further still, he wondered why, in the dead of the night, when 

he was at his lowest point in recent memory, a man with nothing had 

given him everything. He replayed his words in a loop.

You still have time. I’ve been where you are. You’ll get back up again.

Fix yourself. 

Fix yourself.

Fix yourself.

For the first time in a long while, Val smiled without effort.



Jordan Rodriguez

Its shore is simple enough

like any other sandy cove

with a few rocks and

the occasional sunbathers

lying on beach towels the

western limit of their lives, but

entering the water with

mask and snorkel and fins

on a cold-water

hot summer day

you leave behind

familiar experience

your eyes fixed on the

bright orange garibaldi fish and

the eel grass swaying in the surge

enveloped by an ornate cathedral of

golden kelp fronds and

purple sea urchins

you float in a still silence

accompanied only by the steady

drone of your own breathing while

DeClercq Poetry Contest 2018, 3rd Prize
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gone from all terrestrial being

you know yourself anew

as human decontextualized

in the wondrous enchantment

your senses heighten but for

fear of losing yourself you

recede more into your own mind

dwelling in the only human sanctuary

in this sunken temple of nature



The Moo Moo
Keanu Dasalla

Instead of turning left onto Stanton Avenue, as had become routine 

on weekdays, I made a right towards the 580 on-ramp headed east-

bound. I gripped the wheel tensely as I merged into the slow lane and 

stayed that way until Exit 39. It’s not often that I brave the freeway, but 

thirteen years had taken hold of me that day, pulling back to that shin-

ing hilltop of yore: the one I used to live on many years past.

I circled back from the off-ramp and gunned it towards Villareal 

Drive. As the ascent drew closer, the colossal support struts of the 580 

towered before me on either side, flanking the roadway like two stoic 

gate guards. 

Welcome back, sir, one said to me with candor, we’re pleased to have 

you with us again.

When I was young, my mother would ferry my brother and I down 

Villareal to Palomares Elementary in the mornings. Always at the half-

way mark of our commute, I’d smoosh my face to the window glass and 

stare upwards at the concrete guardians. How awesome their power 

must’ve been to hold aloft the load of our town’s motor bloodline. I 

hoped to be like that one day, that awesome. Someday I’d be big and 

strong, arms and legs like two towers holding up the sky. 

Now they were covered in graffiti and bird shit, cracked and busted 

in a few places too. I snapped my sight forward as I passed between 

them.

In its prime, Palomares Hills was a pristine utopia of sharp green 

lawns and uniformly beige faux Mediterranean styling. If it weren’t so 

far inland, “the taste of the ocean air” would be all it needed to com-

plete the imitation. But even if you couldn’t taste the ocean, you could 

still see it in the distance. Past the bustling freeway. Past downtown Cas-

tro Valley and the rest of the East Bay. Over the mountains and the hills 

and the lowly valley-dwellers you’d live above every day. It’s still pristine

Creative Nonfiction Contest 2018, 3rd Prize
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there, at least in a way that looks good on brochures.

It was about an hour before sunset when I pulled into the guest 

parking spot on Summerhill Place, a little dead-end incision jutting off 

Villareal. As I straightened out, the aching metal of my car reverberated 

through the neighborhood, announcing my return. Opening the driv-

er-side door, I felt the valley air whipping against my cheeks, the same 

air that licked our heels as we ran through the overgrown grass of the 

local park on Friday afternoons. We used to race scooters and tricycles 

on the burning asphalt and, despite our protective polymer shielding, 

emerge with scrapes in need of Neosporin. Of our crew that once ruled 

the serene streets of Palomares Hills, I was the only one who remained 

in the Bay Area.

On the other side of the street there was a mustachioed man in his 

garage tuning his red Mustang in a determined manner, sans shirt. He 

paused his work for a moment and gave me a hard, icy stare. The look on 

his face said plainly, I’ll fuck you up, but only if you make me. As I turned 

away from his gaze, it struck me as ironic that this man now occupied 

the home of the kindest woman I had ever met.

Ms. Rosa—whose first name I never had the chance to learn—was 

a stout, elderly Italian woman with the heart and soul of a thousand 

cherubs. On the day my parents moved in, Ms. Rosa brought them a 

wicker basket of snickerdoodles as a welcoming gift. I hadn’t yet gained 

the teeth for solids, but legend has it that no batch of snickerdoodles 

has come close since. She pulled off a similar stunt on my brother’s first 

birthday with an equally delicious batch of chocolate chip. On Hallow-

eens, she’d have the full-sized bars like a true saint, but she knew I loved 

Reese’s the most; she’d have a few on hold just for me. On birthdays she 

would call and sing through the telephone line in charmingly rough 

English. Whenever the opportunity arose, she always made us feel like 

neighbors. I suppose it kept her from feeling alone.

The Moo Moo lived next door to her.

“I would think about checking your power steering fluid,” the musta-

chioed man said suddenly. “The sound’s just gonna get worse.”

Concerned, I looked to my car. “You mean that wailing noise?” I 
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replied.

“Yeah, just a little bit of fluid and it’ll be smooth as butter. Sounds like 

it hasn’t gotten any in a long time though, so I’d suggest getting that 

done real soon.”

“Thanks for the advice, man. I’m kinda new to this. And I don’t know 

anything about cars, so…”

“What model is it?” he asked abruptly.

With my hands awkwardly beside me, I looked to the upper right 

corner of my vision, searching my mind for an answer that should be 

trivial.

“Cutlass Ciera, ’88,” the man stated with impatience.

“Yeah, that’s it.”

“Hope you didn’t pay much for that POS.”

“Just $500. From a friend too.”

He chuckled while resting a firm hand on his crimson stallion, “I’d 

say you got your money’s worth.”

“It’s got character.”

“It’s got no airbags.” Touché.

As he turned to shut his garage, I asked a question I already knew the 

answer to.

“Hey!” He turned to me annoyed, raising his eyebrows into a tired 

what is it? “Do you know what happened to the previous owner of your 

house? Should’ve been an old lady. Something Rosa?”

As the garage door descended like theater curtains, the mustachioed 

man made a zig-zag movement across his heart.

I sat for a while on the trunk of my Oldsmobile, watching as the sky 

grew evil overhead. The low-cloud cover warped and twisted the sun’s 

dying light, but the sandpaper walls of Palomares held their hollow 

pigment. After all these years, the buildings still looked the same, but 

they were perverted somehow. Nothing that ages naturally retains its 

youthful skin forever, even architecture. I felt like I was standing in a 

lie, the kind you see plastered on thirty-foot billboards with a generic 

nuclear family in the bottom right corner.

I walked over to my old address and rang the doorbell. I wanted to 
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see if something worse had stolen my home away from me. No answer. I 

tried again. And again. No answer. 

Then I found myself at the Moo Moo’s doorstep, about to do the same.

When I was a child, the Moo Moo was our family’s equivalent of the 

Boogeyman. My parents thought it’d be convenient to lend a tangible 

presence to an old tradition, so when we’d push the limits of their 

patience, they’d take us to our bedroom window and point to the house 

across the street. It looked just like our house. And the house to its right. 

And the house to its left, and so on. Somehow, this made the whole con-

cept far more ominous. When I would get an attitude, my mom would 

ask with furrowed eyebrows, do you want the Moo Moo to come and take 

you? The Moo Moo takes bad boys like you! Of course I’d cry and say, no 

no please no mommy no!

I had never seen the Moo Moo’s face until that day, when I was no 

longer afraid.

I rang the bell and, within a few moments, heard the door unlock. I 

realized I was

standing far too close for comfort when the head of a fair-skinned 

woman no older than forty appeared suddenly. She had curled hair 

that fell in ringlets to the side of her face and eyes that looked sad but 

weren’t. In many ways, she looked just like my mom.

“Who are you? What do you want?”

“Umm… well,” I mumbled, searching for the right words. I pointed to 

my old house until I found my speech again.

“I used to live there a long time ago.”

The woman remained silent, looking me up and down. Behind her 

I could hear the faint sound of a television set, along with the hushed 

laughter of small children.

“Thirteen years ago now, actually.”

Something clicked in her eyes. “Ah. You’re the oldest, right?” she 

asked cautiously.

“Yeah. I’m sorry if I scared you. Just got a little homesick if that makes 

sense. Checking in on the neighborhood.”

She stood for a long while, contemplating something, then emerged 
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fully from behind the door somewhat more relaxed.

“I think I understand,” she said.

I introduced myself. “Nice to meet you Ms. ...?”

“Mrs. M———. Pleased to make your acquaintance,” she said, shaking 

my hand. “So what brings you back to Palomares, if you don’t mind me 

asking? Especially at this time of day.”

“Did you know my parents by any chance?” I asked bluntly.

She inhaled deeply, “I met them once, but I think I left a bad impres-

sion.”

“My parents made you the Boogeyman in our house,” I said to the 

Moo Moo.

“The Boogeyman, huh.”

“Whatever you did to them, it must’ve been pretty bad.”

“Well it’s not a time in my life filled with fond memories, I’ll tell you 

that.”

My mind went back two years to the moment I asked my mom that 

long-unanswered question: why did we move? Initially, she blamed the 

HOA: if I want to paint my house blue, then I should be able to paint my 

house blue, God damn it. But I persisted. What’s the real reason, mom. 

Come on. Eventually she gave a few: we couldn’t afford the dues anymore, 

after Avoa sold her house we had to find another place for all of us, we 

had to move closer to work. In that moment, standing face to face with 

the Moo Moo herself, I remembered one reason in particular: the neigh-

bors were monsters. But something didn’t add up. This woman—who I 

had been taught to fear from childhood—seemed wholly unworthy of 

that label. She didn’t carry herself like a monster. She didn’t look like a 

monster either, nor did she speak like one. 

“If it’s not a sore subject, would you mind enlightening me?” I asked.

“I’m kind of surprised. Your mom really hasn’t told you after all this 

time?”

“I don’t think I’ve ever asked her. Not in a detailed way, at least.”

The Moo Moo paused momentarily before speaking. It was obvious 

she was considering her next words very carefully.

“Your mom is Portuguese, right?”
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“You know that?”

“I’m Portuguese too, so it’s a lot easier to tell. And your dad is… what 

is your dad, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“He’s Filipino.”

“Ah. Thank you for clearing that up. That’s bugged me for a very long 

time.” She leaned casually against the door frame, more at ease than 

before. “Filipino,” she repeated under her breath, “Filipino.”

“Why?” I asked.

“I was in a really bad place when your family moved here, had some 

really terrible ideas about marriage and what married couples were 

supposed to be and a bunch of other things I won’t get into. Interracial 

marriage was one of them, though.”

When I was young, they used to tell me that people like the Moo Moo 

had a very defined set of characteristics: they’re loud, they’re proud, 

they’re unapologetic. As a countermeasure, they ingrained in us the 

age-old mantra: sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will 

never hurt me. Only when I was older did I learn that words can break 

bones too. But words were somehow worse: a broken bone may heal, but 

words, if used effectively, never seem to pass. They haunt.

Moo Moo. Moo Moo.

I asked if she knew what she was then.

“That’s just it. I didn’t think I was anything. I didn’t feel that way 

about anything else or anyone else. Just that. And I didn’t really feel as 

strongly as I did until you guys moved in. I know that doesn’t excuse 

anything and it’s still horrible, but I just wanted to say I’m past it.”

“What happened with my parents? What did you say?”

“I saw your mom and dad in the garage one day while I was doing 

laundry and there was a part of me that felt angry for some reason. 

Like your parents didn’t deserve what they had. Not your dad. I felt—I 

thought that someone like your mom should be with someone… like 

your mom.”

“Portuguese, you mean?”

“Yes. And I started making awful comments from across the street 

when I was folding clothes, and I got into a shouting match that went 
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on for a while. I think that was the last time I ever spoke to your parents. 

Honestly, I understand why; being who I am now, I wouldn’t want to 

speak to me either.”

I wasn’t quite sure how to look at her. Should I have glowered to let 

her know how much of a terrible witch she once was? Maybe I could’ve 

shaken my head slowly with disapproval like a judging school teacher. 

Instead, I stared blankly into her eyes and saw that my presence was 

enough already. 

“My parents called you the Moo Moo. They would always tell us the 

same thing: watch out for the Moo Moo! Beware of the Moo Moo! Would 

you happen to know why they picked that name? Any significance?” 

I already knew why to a certain extent. My mom had told me long 

after we had moved away: she was a disgusting cow. That’s the name she 

deserved and it fit her well.

The Moo Moo cocked her head to the side, “Moo Moo? Like the dress?”

I chuckled. “I guess so. Have you ever worn one?”

“A long time ago, yeah. But that couldn’t be it, could it?”

“I don’t know. I’ll have to ask.”

 

As I slunk back into my POS, I recalled the preceding hours. I remem-

bered sitting in class at 4 PM, tapping my heel incessantly on the lino-

leum flooring. I remembered thinking how different my new schedule 

was from high school. And middle school. And elementary school. 

For the first time, I helmed the wheel of my educational destiny, ter-

rified to put my foot on the gas. I remembered feeling petrified with 

fear that somehow, someway, I’d manage to wreck my college career. 

Would I miss registration and end up lacking the credits for financial 

aid? Would I realize halfway through undergrad that I hated my ma-

jor, despite countless months of toil and wasted tuition? Years of order 

collapsed within minutes and, suddenly, I felt alone in a crowd of thou-

sands, finding my way in this new, unforgiving world with no familiari-

ty to guide me. I needed to be in a place where things made sense, where 

the good memories were. Where I laughed with friends in the park and 

we’d toss frisbees for days and every weekwas always the same: 8 AM to 



Nonfiction

74  Occam’s Razor

3 PM, go home, eat, sleep, repeat. Where my parents were superheroes 

without backstories. Where an angel made the greatest cookies in 

existence. Where evil had a name and a place of residence, rather than a 

formless gray cloud that followed me everywhere I’d go.

On the drive home, I passed once more between the 580 guardians. 

Perhaps the graffiti had been there from the start.



Brianna Verdugo

He’s got a vertical death between his toes

lying face up on a train’s metal nose.

The sound of a shovel scraped close and low,

his voice. Haunting, howling, deadpan

eyes. Shoulders slumped forward, he

sits.    And falls,

  and falls,

        and falls.

A severed spine rehealed—alive 

lying on a train’s smile.

A man called tumbled, a terrible

spill.

Donald Markos Poetry Contest 2018, 3rd Prize
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Loving to Pieces
Tamara Hurwitz

Mother wears her heart on her sleeve. It dangles like a charm brace-

let, embellishing her wrist. Usually when people compact their hearts 

into such a small size, they are quite hollow. But as a kid, every morning 

on our way to school, her fingers would mold around mine along with 

some of the heaviness from her beating talisman. Getting to carry some 

of that weight was not a burden. It was a blessing. I guess she did have 

nine months of practice being attached to something so dense.

Some people actually leave theirs at home. It could be that their 

hearts are hefty like Mother’s, but they do not have the endurance to 

hold onto it all day. Other people simply double-knot ribbon to the end 

bits and let their featherweight hearts dance above their heads like a 

helium balloon. But most people—you see—most people spend their 

entire lives constructing concrete cages around their hearts. The idea of 

it being exposed makes their stomach tie in knots—tighter than those 

double-knotted balloon hearts. And you see, most people, with their 

hearts locked up, have never seen a scratch or scar or stain on their soul. 

Their hearts are but a ghostly white canvas at an arts and crafts store 

going out of business.

It’s the first day of 6th grade. Mother and I do not hold hands on the 

way to school anymore, but she hugs me goodbye and tells me that she 

loves me. Students swarm into the classroom and drop off their hearts 

into cubbies. Like failing to force a round block into a square hole, I 

squeeze my heart against the oak panels until bluish veins appear like 

wood grain. My panicked face draws Jimmy’s attention. “What’s the 

matter? Heart too big ‘cause it’s filled with Mommy’s love?”

The room is enveloped with laughter, and color drains from my face. 

Mr. Thaler’s didactic voice overshadows the giggles. “That’s enough fun! 

Summer is over. Now please take your seats.”

The linoleum tiles still have a hold of my sneakers. I guess Jimmy’s 

Flash Contest 2018, 3rd Prize
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mom doesn’t tell him that she loves him. Maybe Jimmy’s mom doesn’t 

love him. Maybe Jimmy’s mom is one of those people who shoves her 

heart into a mason jar with no regard for her family, who watches it 

shrivel up more and more every day. In that moment, a crackling sound 

turns my head back to my heart. Holding one half each, my hands dart 

into the cubby, and I make my way to my desk.

It’s the first day of high school. Mother doesn’t take me to school 

anymore. Instead, I get a ride with my neighbor who is a senior with a 

license and a brand-new car. I don’t have time for an actual breakfast, so 

I snag a birthday cake Pop-Tart for the short drive. “Hey, you want some?” 

I split the Pop-Tart in half, and instead of a clean break, it crumbles.

My neighbor snaps her neck in my direction and cringes at the sprin-

kles covering her car’s floor. “Seriousl—”

A small thud. She stops the car. We jump out and rush over to the 

tiny corpse. My hands tremble over my eyes. A brown tail lies extra 

bushy against the flattened body. Fractured slivers of teeth stick out of 

a horrified frown, and fingers the size of rice grains clutch onto a little, 

bleeding heart.

“It’s just a squirrel. Come on, I don’t want to be late.”

“Mm… Go ahead. I left something at home. I have to go back.”

“Whatever.” She drives away.

I take off my jacket and wrap it around the lifeless creature. I bury it 

in an empty dirt lot, and I walk home. When I toss my backpack on the 

carpet, a sound like shattered glass startles me. I unzip the bag to find 

my heart looking less like a heart and more like a puzzle. I desperately 

scatter the fragments across the ground. Pieced together, my heart is as 

big as two backpacks. Mother comes into the room, so I wipe the embar-

rassment from my face. “Mother, why do I have to carry mine around in 

pieces? Hearts come in different shapes and sizes, but they are always in 

one piece. Why can’t mine just be in one piece?”

She collects the raw shards off the ground, places some into my 

hands and some into hers. Then she holds our hands up to my chest. 

“Your heart is so big that broken is the only way it can fit.”
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Alden Apusen

My people have a stick up their ass

for appeasing anything American,

we romanticize whiteness.

Ashamed for the shade of our skin,

brown,

color of the country’s ground.

Hesitant to claim our ancestral land as our own,

in fear of being labeled exotic.

So we speak English in attempts to be sophisticated,

only to get ridiculed for our accent,

and we wash our skin with papaya soap,

in hopes that our melanin will be scrubbed clean.

Because our grandfathers believe,

only poverty will come of being darker,

though they are middle class dark themselves.

And our grandmothers prefer movies with half-white actors,

for escapism’s sake,

to live out their wishes of being mixed.

While I think that our fetish for American culture is like

a white man’s fetish for the women of our people.

And both our men and women prefer not to date within our ethnic circle,

in hopes that interracial children won’t join us in our shame.

Still,

we claim that we are a proud race with our fists in the air,

but with gloves on to hide our brown hands.

We are proud to have been colonized by America,

bound by our wrists, yet choosing to adopt their ways.

Proud to worship blue passports, fingers clasped,

where we count on our hands the number of decades

DeClercq Poetry Contest 2018, Honorable Mention
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we wait for our U.S. citizenship to be approved.

Proud to consume the American dollar,

as we worship Lincoln, and condemn Rizal,

even though their faces represent

the lowest value of money,

for their respective countries.

Proud to point to ourselves and proclaim,

“I’m the least Filipino of all the Filipino people you know.”



Bonfire of Her Heart
Anna M. Gomez

Lillian looked up from her laptop at the kitchen table as the me-

tallic rattling of a large engine outside grew so loud as to become both 

intrusive and annoying. “Goddamnit!” she cursed. “Can’t I have some 

peace and quiet on Saturday morning?” 

Lillian looked back at her laptop and started to re-read the intro-

duction for Week One of her court-ordered anger management course, 

which was starting on Monday.

 Learning how to manage and cope with stress and anger can be dif-

ficult. This course invites students to re-examine their relationship with 

anger and how…

“Oh, you’ve gotta be….” Lillian said, pushing her chair back from the 

table. “Re-examine my relationship with anger?” she yelled at the lap-

top. “What the fuck about my relationship with my Fucking. Cheating. 

Husband!” 

The high-pitched warning beeps of a vehicle moving backward 

intruded her mind. Annoyed, Lillian shuffled into her darkened living 

room, the morning sun kept at bay by closed blinds. Lillian grabbed a 

pair of binoculars from atop a leaning stack of magazines and stepped 

over to a large bay window. Carefully parting the dust encrusted blinds, 

Lillian saw a large moving van parked in front of the house on her left-

hand side, which had recently sold.

Two muscular movers were already carrying a bright red sofa 

wrapped in clear plastic down the metal ramp at the back of the truck. 

The realtor’s sign, with her smiling photo, still swung from its post on 

the front lawn, under a SOLD sign.

George and Marsha must be happy, thought Lillian, annoyed at her 

former neighbors’ prosperity. Just last week their realtor, Shirley O’Mal-

ley, all chipper and navy silk suit-wearing, knocked on her door, inter-

rupting her afternoon siesta. Stuck standing at the front door in her
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pink robe and slippers at three in the afternoon, Lillian slowly began to 

smolder like an ember on kindling. Lillian narrowed her eyes menac-

ingly and grimaced at the overly hair-sprayed blond with a frozen Botox 

smile, boasting of obtaining an offer $300,000 over the asking price, as 

Lillian realized that George and Marsha must have tipped her off about 

her impending divorce.

“That’s nice for you,” she said, interrupting the realtor’s monologue 

of sales greatness. “But. I’m. Not. Interested!”

Lillian snickered to herself now, savouring memory of the realtor’s 

shocked wide blue eyes as the door slammed shut. Truth be told, it was 

George and Marsha’s fault. It still stung that they had moved out after 

twenty years without saying goodbye. Then they go and tell this real es-

tate agent her personal business. It figures. They were always friendlier 

with Al and must know he wants to sell. Lillian recalled seeing them in 

their front yard that warm March night when shit hit the fan. They were 

probably the ones who called the police. Sure, she’d lost it. Sure, there’d 

been some drama, what with the bonfire and the car thing and all. But 

still. 

Her attention back on the present, Lillian noticed two men standing 

on the lawn watching the movers. Their backs were toward Lillian, who 

noticed that one of the men was taller and a bit heavier and seemed to 

be directing the movers. This gave him an air of maturity, while the 

other man was quite slender and a bit shorter, maybe a teenager, Lillian 

supposed. Perhaps they’re father and son, Lillian thought, mildly inter-

ested. Is there a wife? Could they be divorced?

Lillian raised the binoculars and brought them into sharp focus 

to examine the taller man, who wore jeans and an indigo blue but-

ton-down shirt with the cuffs rolled up. He turned sideways briefly, 

revealing wire-framed glasses and patches of gray on his sideburns. 

He was handsome and was probably in his late forties or early fifties, 

around her age. Lillian’s mood lifted and she was surprised to feel a 

stirring of interest in him, the first in a very long time, of having a new 

man in her life.

Suddenly, Lillian heard the high-pitched yapping of a small dog, and 
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saw through the binoculars that the young man was cradling a small, 

fluffy white dog in the crook of his arm, who continued to bark at the 

movers, ignoring his master’s shushing.

“Goddamnit, not a dog!” Lillian groaned.

Examining the younger man, the binoculars revealed that he was 

twenty-something, wore gold hoop earrings, had a mohawk of curly red 

brown hair, close-shaven on each side, an intriguing neck tattoo peek-

ing over the collar of his black T-shirt, and he wore very tight red jeans. 

“Oh,” said Lillian. “He’s—”

Just then, the older man put his arm around his companion’s shoul-

der and squeezed. Both men turned to gaze smiling into each other’s 

eyes and then they kissed.

“Gay,” said Lillian as her heart descended back into its dark pit. 

“They’re both gay.”

Lillian dreams of fire again. This time she douses the Corvette with a 

gallon of lighter fluid and sets it ablaze in the driveway. The heat of the 

fire against her face is strangely calming as she watches, hypnotized, as 

the dancing flames slowly devour the leather seats, the dashboard, the 

rolled back fabric top. Al is on the other side of the car, screaming at her, 

his face distorted and moving like the flickering flames, but she hears 

no words, only barking. Al is barking at her. Barking and barking.

Lillian opened her eyes to a dark bedroom and sighed with relief that 

it was just a dream and she didn’t really set the Corvette on fire, because 

she’d go to jail for sure this time. But the barking was real and coming 

from outside. Lillian groaned.

Then she heard a man’s voice, “Baxter! Shush!”

“Why don’t you shush, asshole?” Lillian grumbled. The momentary 

sense of relief was replaced by anger at being wakened by the dog. Lay-

ing still in her bed, Lillian felt the familiar heat coming on, the relent-

less internal blaze burning hotter and hotter as it spread outward like 

wildfire down her arms to her hands, down her legs to her feet, up her 

back and neck to engulf her head. She threw the blanket off, kicking her 

legs free. Suddenly, every inch of her body was drenched in 
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perspiration. Lillian sat up, wrenched the soaked night shirt off her 

sticky body and reached over to switch on a small fan on her night-

stand. The digital clock next to it glowed 6:07 AM in deep orange. She 

laid back down, letting the cool breeze soothe her burning limbs. It was 

Sunday morning.

Monday at 6 PM, Lillian reluctantly left her house, deeply resenting 

having to get dressed in regular clothes to attend her first anger man-

agement class. She’d had a pretty good run, staying in pajamas for ten 

days straight, and she hated to break it. But if she didn’t want to go to 

jail, then she had to go to these godforsaken classes.

Another issue was that dressing up required spending time in front 

of the mirror, which was becoming more and more aversive to her. Ev-

ery new wrinkle, every unruly strand of gray hair, every roll of cellulite 

reminded her of her age. At fifty-two, Lillian was sharply aware that 

she was not “aging well.” She was fifty pounds overweight. She looked 

old. She felt old. Last December, while Christmas shopping at Macy’s, 

she startled herself, inadvertently catching sight of her reflection in a 

full-length mirror, and at first it looked like there was someone stand-

ing right behind her. It was just her ass, but her reflection reminded her 

of a pot-bellied, wild-haired Sasquatch with glasses, stooped over and 

lumbering through the department store. 

Her age was why she hadn’t been able to get another job since her old 

employer closed shop and retired the year before. There were too many 

pretty fresh-faced, college graduates who were willing to work for half 

of what she had previously earned doing the same work. Her age was 

also why Al had deserted her. He found a prettier, younger replacement.

As she walked to her car parked in the driveway, she saw the young 

man from next door holding the damn dog and chatting in front of his 

house with Mary, a kindly, young-ish neighbor from across the street. 

“Hey Lillian!” Mary called out waving. Lillian, now obliged to re-

spond, turned slightly and waved, nodding vaguely in their general 

direction, then slid into her seat and shut the door. Even inside the car 

with all the doors and windows shut, Lillian could hear Mary’s caco-
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phonic laugh as she conversed with Steve.

It figures, thought Lillian, annoyed that the new neighbors, already 

supremely irritating to her, were making friends so soon. Lillian liked 

Mary, not just because she was the only neighbor who really spoke to 

her anymore—since the incident—but also because she truly seemed 

to be a nice person and neighbor, always saying hello, bringing over 

vegetables from her garden in the summer and baked goodies during 

the holidays. 

As Lillian backed out of the driveway, she spotted Mary petting the 

fluffy, white beast lovingly held in his master’s arms. She drove away 

slowly, strangely haunted by a jealous twinge.

God, it feels like a driver’s ed class, Lillian thought as she looked 

around the classroom at her fellow miscreants. She was surprised at 

the range of ages, ethnicities, and apparent incomes. There were ap-

proximately the same number of women as men, too. They were all 

there because they had to be—court-ordered or at the “request” of their 

employers. 

The teacher was a mild looking white man in business casual with a 

slightly receding hairline. He stood at the front of the room, introduced 

himself and mentioned that he was also a psychologist. Then he began 

with an overview of the course, and informed his reluctant students 

that they would have homework each week, practicing what they 

learned in class. 

Oh, goody, thought Lillian. She found the teacher irritatingly cheerful 

and soon tuned out his voice as he began his lecture on the lesson for 

week one, 10 Positive Ways to Deal with Stress.

10 Positive Ways to Deal with Stress. Lillian hated it when the word 

“positive” was used as a motivator. She couldn’t think of one positive 

thing in her life and couldn’t imagine actually trying to be “positive,” 

or another hated word, “proactive.” She also hated it when a title had a 

number in it—like “10.” It seemed like every other magazine or online 

article title had a fucking number in it, like “5 Ways to Get Vegetables 

in your Diet” or “20 Little Weight Loss Secrets” or “8 Warning Signs that 

Your Husband is Cheating on You.”
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God, I want a cigarette, Lillian groaned inwardly. I bet they don’t list 

cigarettes as a good way to deal with stress. Or alcohol. But they work for 

me!

As Lillian scanned the contents page of her workbook, the teacher’s 

voice became like the murmur of a gentle stream. The lessons for the 

remaining seven weeks of the course promised to be equally annoying:

Week 2: Empathy Development. How come nobody has any empathy 

for me? Huh?

Week 3: Respond Instead of React. I think the ship has sailed on that 

one.

Week 4: Positive Self Talk. God! Kill. Me. Now!

Week 5: Assertive vs. Aggressive Communication. Again, ship has 

sailed.

Week 6: 5 Skills to Manage Your Expectations. You can take your “5 

Skills” and…

Week 7: Forgive, but Don’t Forget. Really? Because there is no fuck-

ing way I’m ever going to forgive that sonofabitch, and I am never gonna 

forget what he did to me!

Week 8: Retreat and Think Things Over. Well, I have been doing that, 

lately. 

Life next door to the new neighbors introduced new, jarring rhythms, 

and Lillian began to miss the former owners despite her resentment of 

them. At least the old neighbors didn’t poop on her front lawn, poop 

which mysteriously began to happen overnight, ever since the new 

neighbors moved in. Lillian seemed to find a new pile on her lawn every 

time she went out to get the mail. And the old neighbors had been qui-

et. They didn’t wake her up every morning at 6 AM with incessant high-

pitched barking like Baxter did every single morning when James went 

for a run, and again at 7:15 when James left for work. Even on weekends. 

6 AM. Why the hell does James have to get up so goddamn early every 

fucking day?

There was barking literally all day and, invariably, whenever Lillian 

was outside on her back patio trying to have a quiet smoke. Every time 
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Steve opened the back door to let Baxter out to pee or to go out into the 

backyard himself, Baxter would rush out barking at the top of his tiny 

high-pitched lungs. How did that tiny dog have so much energy?

Lillian knew this because she had begun to look through a hole in 

the fence between their backyards where a knot had fallen out of a 

board, and she had witnessed Baxter countless times rushing out at 

Steve’s heels, barking incessantly. This hole was at the perfect eye level if 

Lillian sat in her favorite plastic patio chair, which she had pulled over 

to the fence, and she began to sit there regularly, smoking and keeping 

her binoculars nearby.

James was apparently some type of high-end executive, earning a 

fat, six-figure income, and Steve stayed home with Baxter. Steve was 

the homemaker, Lillian assumed, cooking and cleaning the house, and 

working in the backyard in the afternoons transplanting flowers, mow-

ing the lawn, and attempting to grow vegetables in a raised planter. In 

the afternoons, delicious aromas of well-prepared meats floated over 

the fence to taunt Lillian. Then when James came home at the end of the 

day, Steve would throw off his gardening gloves and give James a big, 

long hug and kiss while Baxter jumped up at them, barking. Sometimes 

they grilled outdoors, sitting out in the warm summer evenings shar-

ing what happened during their days, enjoying each other’s company 

over dinner and a nice glass of wine. On weekends, Lillian watched 

through the front window as James, Steve, and Baxter drove off with the 

top of the BMW down, Baxter on James’ lap, his fluffy ears flapping in 

the wind. 

Lillian watched them every day, resenting their happiness. James’ 

and Steve’s affection for each other reminded her of happier times 

between her and Al when the kids were young and she had trusted Al 

with that old youthful naivete. It had been twenty years since his first 

indiscretion shattered that trust, but Lillian decided to stay with him, 

not because he apologized profusely and begged to stay, which he did, 

but because she didn’t want to hurt the kids by disrupting their lives 

with a divorce. She tried to think of it as just a speed bump in life, not a 

brick wall. But unlike other couples who do overcome infidelity and
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rebuild their damaged relationship, a seed of mistrust had planted it-

self so deep within her heart it could not be vanquished. Which was just 

as well, because there were other indiscretions over time. But Al had 

never left her. Not until this last time.

One afternoon, Lillian sat in her lightweight summer pajamas hav-

ing a smoke by the fence and casually looking through the hole from 

time to time, watching Steve transplant a set of cherry tomatoes in his 

raised vegetable beds. She’d started drinking earlier than usual and 

was nursing a vodka and Coke on the rocks. Lillian tried to be quiet so 

as not to alert Baxter, and carefully reached over to an old metal ashtray 

balanced on the edge of a heavy blue ceramic planter and inadver-

tently knocked it over. Ash and cigarette butts scattered as the ashtray 

bounced loudly against the hard brick patio. Suddenly, Baxter began 

barking and growling on the other side of the fence from where Lillian 

sat. Then she heard Steve say, “Hey, Buddy. What you got over there?”

Fearing discovery, Lillian quickly peeked through the hole and saw 

Steve’s approaching torso. Lillian leapt out of the chair and scampered 

toward her backdoor. Just as she reached it, she thought she heard Steve 

say, “Well! Look what we have here!”

Embarrassed, Lillian avoided going near the hole for a few days and 

listened carefully to make sure neither Steve nor Baxter was in their 

backyard before she sat outside for a smoke.

The following Friday, however, Lillian sat out on the patio again 

smoking and talking to her best friend, Sandy, who was vacationing in 

Maui with her new and younger boyfriend, Armande. After listening to 

Lillian vent about how expensive her divorce lawyer was, Sandy inter-

rupted.

 “Yes, but, Lillian,” Sandy said with a hint of impatience. “Your lawyer 

has helped you out a lot, and not just with your divorce. She got the 

judge to reduce your charge from a felony to a misdemeanor and then 

give you the anger management option, so you don’t have to go to jail at 

all. She’s worth every dime!”

“I guess.”

“Look, hon,” Sandy said. “You actually have a lot be grateful for. And 
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that reminds me, have you talked to your kids recently?”

“Noop.”

“Well, you should call them.”

“I called many times and they refuse to respond. I give up. It’s on 

them now.” 

“Yeah, well then you might not talk for years. You need to communi-

cate with them. It’s gotta be so hard for them, honey. Are you thinking 

about that?”

“Yeah, but nobody cares about what I’m going through.”

“But that’s not true! It’s just that you’re so angry. Everybody walks on 

eggshells around you.”

“It’s my hormones and these fucking hot flashes! They make me so 

irritable!” Lillian blurted out, but then stopped herself, took a deep 

breath, and exhaled slowly, remembering the lesson from Week 3: Re-

spond Instead of React. She knew Sandy was right.

“Lillian? Did you ever go to a therapist?”

Before Lillian could respond, Sandy shrieked on the other end of the 

phone and giggled, “You’re incorrigible!” Armande must be back from 

wherever. “Oh no! Oh no! Armande is dragging me to the water! I’ve got 

to go! Love ya, honey. Bye!” Click.

Lillian lit another cigarette and contemplated her overgrown and 

neglected backyard, so very different from Steve’s lovingly tended yard. 

She thought of how many hours she and Al had put into planning the 

new patio, walkways and planters. They had set money was aside, picked 

their contractor, and were preparing to give him a deposit to start 

work. Lillian had been so excited to finally have the yard of her dreams, 

and was so looking forward to the kids coming home for the summer, 

to being a family again. Now, she couldn’t bring herself to do even the 

simplest of garden tasks. She just couldn’t.

It was strange because she used to enjoy spending hours working in 

the yard, in the fresh air, feeling the warm soil in her hands. But now 

waist-high weeds had overtaken the backyard, some poked through 

large cracks in the old brick pathways. Ivy was encroaching the rear por-

tion of the yard and the fruit trees needed long-overdue pruning.
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Lillian shut her eyes, envisioning the finished patio and landscape 

project down to the last details. Bradley and Erin are sitting with her 

and Al at their new outdoor dining table, relaxing in large comfortable 

chairs and enjoying steaks Al has freshly broiled on the new barbecue. 

They are shaded by a new wooden pergola with red trumpet flower 

climbing up each column. Newly paved walkways lead to new raised 

wooden vegetable beds bursting with yellow squash, red and green 

peppers, green bean vines, and red tomato plants heavy with fruit. 

She sighed, an ache in the pit of her stomach.

February 14, Valentine’s Day, was ironically the day she realized that 

this time, things were different with Al. He drove home late that night 

in that fucking red Corvette convertible, which he’d bought that day 

without any input or approval from her. Lillian was more shocked than 

angry at the time that he would do that. Al had insisted it was a surprise 

Valentine’s gift for her, but the car was only in his name, and she wasn’t 

into big shiny muscle cars. It just didn’t feel right. Lillian began to sim-

mer thinking about that red Corvette. Suddenly, she heard Steve’s back 

door slide open and Baxter ran barking like a tiny maniac straight up to 

the other side of the fence from where Lillian sat. 

“Goddamnit!” Lillian exploded. “Can’t I sit out here for once and not 

have that goddamn dog of yours yapping all the time?” 

“Really?” said Steve over the fence, sarcasm weighing his voice. 

“That’s interesting. You know what I would like?”

“What!”

“I would like to come out into my backyard to enjoy nature and fresh 

air and not have clouds of cigarette smoke engulfing me from your side 

of the fence!”

Lillian took a long drag off her cigarette and blew a large cloud of 

smoke over the fence in Steve’s direction.

“You know what else I would like?” yelled Steve, his voice now 

strained and shrill. “I would like you to stop spying on me when I am 

enjoying the privacy of my own backyard!”

 “I don’t know what you mean,” Lillian snapped back. “But you know 

what I would like? I would like to enjoy a cigarette in the comfort of my 
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own backyard without getting barked at every single time by that hyena 

of yours!”

Baxter kept yapping and Lillian could hear Steve trying to shush him.

“And,” she continued, “I would also like not to find a new pile of dog 

shit on my lawn every fucking morning!”

“Wow. You know, Baxter is not the only dog in this neighborhood, 

lady! You should be careful about accusing someone when you don’t 

have any evidence.”

“I’ve got piles of evidence on my front lawn, buddy!”

 “Oh really,” yelled Steve, sarcasm dripping from his voice. “We’ll see 

about that.”

Lillian heard Steve talking to Baxter as he led the dog back into the 

house and shut the door. Lillian realized that this was the first time they 

had actually spoken to each other, and it had not gone well.

The next day was Saturday, and Lillian had stayed up late that night 

before, unsettled about her over-the-fence altercation with Steve. She 

hadn’t even considered that he could smell her cigarette smoke in his 

yard. Then, Lillian recalled the lesson from week three of her anger 

management classes “Respond Instead of React.” Lillian could see that 

she definitely reacted to his behavior—and badly. Then she recalled the 

lesson from week five, “Assertive vs. Aggressive Communication.” Again, 

she had to admit fault in the matter, that she’d been aggressive, not 

assertive, and that her aggressive behavior had escalated the situation 

and negative feelings. She wondered how she could communicate as-

sertively instead of aggressively. 

Maybe, she thought, they could work out a schedule so that when she 

was out, he was in with the dog, and vice versa. That way he wouldn’t 

have to smell the smoke and she wouldn’t have to hear the yapping. And 

she would have to stop spying on him. She knew it was wrong, and was 

mystified by how drawn she was to that peephole. But she would stop. 

Lillian felt a slight lift of her demeanor for coming up with this idea. 

Maybe those anger management classes were actually helping her.

That afternoon, as Lillian sat smoking on the patio, she heard the 
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familiar sound of Steve’s back door sliding open and Baxter rushing out 

into the yard on his little legs, barking at the top of his little lungs.

Lillian opened her mouth to call out to Steve to tell him about her 

virtuous schedule idea when she heard Steve talking to James.

“Oh, God,” she heard Steve say in a lowered voice, “she’s at it again!”He 

must have smelled her cigarette smoke, and now Lillian felt a flush of 

embarrassment. 

James responded to Steve, but Lillian couldn’t hear what he said. 

Then Lillian heard the scraping sounds of metal patio furniture being 

dragged across their patio, and soon after a couple of their friends en-

tered the backyard through the side gate. After greetings and probable 

hugs, Lillian heard one of their friends ask about an exterior outlet for 

some lights, and Lillian realized they were setting up for a party. 

Disappointed that she would have to wait to talk to Steve, Lillian 

began to stub out her cigarette when she heard Steve whispering to 

someone on the other side of her spy place at the fence, and then mania-

cal giggling.

 Embarrassed, Lillian felt another hot flash coming on and was both 

burning and drenched in seconds. Suddenly, Lillian heard the pattering 

sound of a water sprinkler just before the suffocating shock of ice cold 

water hit her.

“Goddamnit!” she yelled, listening as the giggling continued. “The 

joke’s on you, assholes, the water actually feels good!”

Later, around 8 PM, after drying off and staying inside, Lillian was 

drawn back outside by need for another smoke and the energetic beat 

of electronic dance music emanating from Steve and James’ backyard. 

This time, she sat at the other side of her yard, away from the fence, just 

enjoying the music and catching bits of conversation.

By now the party was in full swing, with a multitude of conversations 

competing with the music, sounds of glass and ice, someone exclaim-

ing about the food, someone else about the drinks. The music was loud 

but good. At one point, Lillian heard the wild, cacophonic laughter of 

their neighbor, Mary, and the deep, nasal intonations of Ursula, an older 
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woman from down the street. Lillian felt an unaccustomed ache of 

rejection. They had invited other neighbors, but not her.

But was it really Mary’s voice she was hearing? The music was pretty 

loud and there were a lot of people talking at once. Lillian decided to 

just take a quick peek through the hole with the binoculars and see if it 

was really her.

Grabbing the binoculars from the patio table, Lillian sidled over to 

the hole in the fence and raised them. As she tried to bring them into 

focus, she began to feel dizzy, and saw a light pinkish beige color that 

seemed to be moving. Lillian backed away and let her eyes re-adjust 

before looking through the hole again but without the binoculars. 

Lillian’s jaw practically dislocated, her eye was glued to the hole, as she 

realized it was a man’s naked ass gyrating in tune to the music about a 

foot in front of the hole. 

It took her a moment to understand that Steve had set up his bar 

right on the other side of the hole in the fence and was bartending wear-

ing assless leather chaps, so that he could moon her at leisure all night 

long.

What an asshole! And just when she was trying to be nice! The injus-

tice!

Lillian stormed back inside her house to drink and simmer in 

indignation. By 10 PM, the party was still going strong, and Lillian felt 

completely justified and a bit superior in calling the police with a noise 

complaint.

As she looked out from her darkened living room window, with all 

the lights off so no one would suspect her, Lillian felt a smug sense of 

satisfaction when the police pulled up and soon the music stopped.

The next morning, Lillian went out back for her morning smoke and a 

celebratory cup of coffee. 

She had just taken her first puff, when she heard Steve’s back door 

slide open and Baxter run out barking. 

Oh God, there’s no escape! she thought.

She heard chairs being moved around and then she heard Steve.
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“Hey Lillian, I can smell you over there.” Sarcasm dripping. “I guess I 

can thank you for calling the police last night.”

Lillian choked a little before she replied, “I don’t know what you 

mean, Steve.”

“Oh, and guess what? This little hidey-hole of yours is getting all 

patched up.”

“Again, I don’t know what you mean.” 

“You know what I’m talking about. I hope you enjoyed the show last 

night, because it’s the last one you’re going to see!”

Lillian heard the hammering of nails on wood, and walked over to 

see that Steve had nailed a piece of wood over the hole on his side.

Embarrassed again, Lillian lied. 

“I really don’t know what you are talking about!”

“Oh, get off it, Lillian. Stop acting so innocent. If I catch you spying on 

me again, I am going to call the police on you!”

What! Now he is going too far! And he better not call the police, be-

cause I don’t need any more attention from them, not right now.

Suddenly energized by anger and fear, Lillian stepped up onto the 

seat of her plastic garden chair so she could give Steve a piece of her 

mind face to face over the fence.

Steve looked up with a startled and drawn face as her head popped 

up over the fence like a jack-in-the-box. Baxter started growling and 

barking ferociously at her.

“Oh, really!” yelled Lillian over the barking and growling. “Well, I 

could have called the police a hundred times about all the barking com-

ing from your damn—Ahhhh!”

A leg on the plastic chair had given way under Lillian’s weight, and 

she landed like a bag of sand on the hard brick patio, a belly flop onto 

concrete, no spring or bounce. “Ohhh,” she cried as she felt a stab of pain 

in her ankle.

“Jesus Christ, Lillian!” Steve yelled. “What the fuck have you done 

now?”

A pain-induced wave of nausea prevented her from speaking for a mo-

ment, and then she croaked in her gravel throat smoker’s voice, as if the 
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wind were knocked out of her. 

“Ohhh, Goddamnit! I think I broke my ankle.”

“Baxter! Leave it!” Steve yelled louder than usual, and Baxter stopped 

barking.

Lillian heard a long, exasperated exhale from the other side of the 

fence, and then Steve asked, “Are you sure you can’t get up?”

Lillian managed to roll onto her side and extend her right leg to push 

down with her foot.

“Oh my God, there’s no way.”

Lillian heard Steve take another long sigh and then a minute of 

silence.

“OK, I’m coming over. How do I get in?”

Somehow, those words were strangely comforting to Lillian. At this 

point, she realized that she needed help, even if it was from him, so 

Lillian told Steve where to find the spare key hidden near the front door. 

She shut her eyes for a few moments, waiting for him. 

“Lillian,” she heard Steve say as he approached her. “If you don’t pull 

your robe down I’m going to be scarred for life.”

Lillian mustered a brief hoarse chuckle. “What? You think I’m not 

scarred for life after last night?”

“Aha! I knew it. I would say you got what you deserved. I mean last 

night. Not now.”

Together they pulled the hems of her nightdress and robe down 

enough to cover her giant underwear, and then Steve examined her 

ankle, which was already red and swollen.

“Does this hurt?” he asked, poking his forefinger in the middle of the 

red swollen mass on her ankle.

“Ahhh!” Lillian cried in pain. “Goddamnit! Don’t harpoon me with 

your finger!”

“Yep, it’s probably broken.”

“No shit.”

“Do you want me to call you an ambulance?”

“No, too expensive—my medical insurance sucks.”

He looked down at her with his serious blue eyes, accented by dark 
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circles, and nodded slowly.

“So…how were you planning—?”

“I’m gonna drive myself—” Lillian insisted, wriggling her torso while 

inching up slowly on her elbows, pushing against the brick. “Just as 

soon as I can get up.”

Steve stifled a chuckle.

“OK,” he said slowly, sounding reluctant. “Let me get my car.” Then he 

backed up a few

steps, eyeing Lillian’s inert form on the ground and then out toward 

the back part of the yard. “Can we use that wheelbarrow?”

Lillian was in too much pain to laugh at the indignity of Steve 

wheelbarrowing her to his car, or the fun of it. She was just grateful to 

be getting a ride to the hospital.

On the way there, Steve looked at her in the rearview mirror as she lay 

on the back seat and asked, “Lillian, who do you want me to call when 

we get to the hospital?”

Lillian sighed and looked up through the back window at the blue 

sky peeking through the pointed green leaves and crooked branches of 

the amber trees they passed on the street.

“Nobody.” 

Steve stayed with Lillian the whole time in the emergency room, 

helping her relay her medical insurance information to the hospital 

staff, holding onto her purse for her, and keeping her company while 

they immobilized her ankle and did a preliminary exam. 

As they waited for the X-ray technician to come for her, Steve sat next 

to her bed and said, “I don’t get it.”

“What do you mean?” asked Lillian, groggy from the pain meds.

“First of all,” Steve said. “I don’t understand why you said you didn’t 

want me to call anybody when you have a wall of what looks like family 

photos in your hallway. And second, I don’t understand what happened 

to your house. Are you, like, a hoarder?”

Steve’s innocent questions stung Lillian, and all she could do was 

shake her head as she swallowed hard and blinked her tears away. 

“Look,” said Lillian after a few moments. “My kids don’t want to hear 
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from me. And I guess I just don’t feel motivated to do anything lately.”

Lillian floated amidst a great sense of comfort and ease. She dreamed 

that she was being bathed by handmaidens who washed her face with 

warm wet towels. She didn’t want to wake from her happy dream, 

but she felt the inexorable pull back into reality. She heard quick 

tiny breaths and the warmth of them upon her face and a warm, wet 

something stroking her cheek over and over. 

Lillian opened her eyes to a strange, new place and the warmth of 

Baxter laying on her chest and licking her face. His white whiskers 

tickled her nose.

Lillian chuckled weakly with her raspy smoker’s voice. “Hey, Baxter. 

Little buddy.”

“Hey,” Lillian heard Steve say, and she tried to respond, but floated 

away instead.

Hours later, foot and ankle in cast, Lillian was aware that she lay on 

Steve’s couch, ensconced in blankets and a haze of painkillers in front of 

a huge flat screen TV playing an old British Inspector Morse mystery.

 Steve walked in holding a bowl of steaming soup. “Here, you have to 

eat this. I made it myself.”

“Wow,” Lillian said, propping herself up a bit. She couldn’t remember 

the last time someone had been so kind to her or had cooked for her. 

Taking the bowl in her hands, Lillian slowly inhaled the warm, savory 

steam. Noodles and tiny slices of green onion, celery, carrots, and 

chicken floated about the steaming, golden broth. 

Groggily smiling, she said, “Steve, I really can’t thank you enough for 

everything you’ve done for me today.”

Steve looked at her for a moment and then said, “You’re welcome.”

“So, this is your house,” Lillian said as she looked about the tastefully 

decorated room. “It’s beautiful.”

“Thank you.”

“This is awesome. And I really appreciate it. But you didn’t have to 

bring me here, I feel like I’m intruding.”

“Well, the doctor said that someone should be with you for a couple 
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of days at least, while the anesthesia wears off and you learn to use the 

crutches. And, don’t take this the wrong way, but it’s a little nicer over 

here.”

Lillian chuckled hoarsely. “No worries. I appreciate it, absolutely, but I 

just feel like I’m intruding on you and James.”

“He’s at a conference this week. You can keep me company.”

 “Well, considering how much of an ass that I have been,” Lillian 

continued in her raspy voice. “It shows great character in you,” and then 

she sipped a spoonful of Steve’s delicious chicken noodle soup.

“Well, I myself have known what it’s like to not have anybody who 

seems to care about me in my life, too. I guess it struck a nerve for me 

what you said about your kids.”

“Really?” said Lillian, remembering the “Empathy” rule. She 

awkwardly waved her free hand about and said, “Tell me about that, if 

it’s not too personal.”

Lillian ate the soup while Steve spoke about his mother dying of 

cancer when he was ten, and how his father later rejected him when he 

came out as a teen.

“So,” Steve finished. “He’s not really in my life right now.”

“Wow, Steve. That must have been so hard. Thank you for sharing,” 

Lillian remembered to say.

Then Steve smiled and raised an eyebrow. “You know, at the party last 

night, I heard something about a bonfire of all your husband’s clothes 

out on your front lawn. And that you tried to run him over?”

Lillian chuckled weakly, embarrassed now in hindsight.

“Yeah, I went a little postal,” she admitted. “But I had just seen 

photos of him and his secretary at a motel, which hurt way more than 

I expected. I knew then that he was going to leave me. And I just lost it. 

I wanted revenge. I drained our shared bank account. I called a lawyer 

to get divorce paperwork started. I knew he’d just spent a ton of our 

money, money that was meant for us, on that damn car. I just wanted 

to hurt him. I put all his clothes out on the front lawn at first, just to 

shame him in front of the neighbors. Then I thought of the lighter fluid 

and lit them on fire. Then I thought of the car. I wasn’t really gonna run 
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him over. He just got too close when I was aiming for the tree. It was 

only a scratch! Anyway, the look on his face. He was so angry! Now, that 

was priceless!”

Steve laughed. “You know,” he said, reaching for his glass of red wine. 

“Your story reminded me of when I threw all my ex-boyfriend’s clothes 

out the window of our second story flat in San Francisco.”



Undignified
Matt Biundo

Dave was leaning against the wall outside his bar, smoking a ciga-

rette, when he watched Mickey’s beat up tan pickup pull into the park-

ing lot. The truck door opened, and following Mickey’s equally worn-out 

boots were a half dozen old scratchers and an empty tin of wintergreen 

Grizzly falling to the ground. Mickey’s arrival meant Dave would not 

have the chance to finish his freshly lit cigarette. As Mickey walked into 

the bar without even a glance in Dave’s direction, Dave couldn’t help 

but groan to himself. Mickey’s long, disheveled hair seemed extra wiry 

today, and Dave felt safe assuming Mickey was back to forgoing tradi-

tional bathing standards. Reluctantly, he headed back inside, rolling his 

eyes at the pathetic excuse of a smoke break.

“Jesus, Mick,” Dave said. “We’ve been over this. You can’t do that.” The 

rest of the patrons turned around to watch Mickey, standing behind the 

bar, finish pouring himself a tall whiskey, ignoring Dave’s chiding.

“Relax. I’ll pay.”

“Not the point, Mick. It’s my bar. You can’t just help yourself like that.”

“Yeah, well, with no one around to tend bar, you leave me no choice.”

Dave reached across the bar to where Mickey was now seated, and 

grabbed the damp, grimy bills his least favorite customer placed for 

him.

Fourteen years ago, Dave opened his eponymous bar under the false 

notion that he could actually make some money. His prior decade and 

a half of experience bartending should have given him pause, but the 

idea was too appealing – too romantic, too American Dreamy. Instead, 

rather than attract a steady crowd of college kids and yuppies, eager 

to blow through cash, Dave put up with the same regulars night after 

night. The majority of the decrepit bunch had unpaid tabs that dated 

back weeks, or even months. Checks were typically only settled after 
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threats of being permanently cut off, but even that was no guarantee. 

Once, a group of hipsters came in, excited about experiencing an au-

thentic dive bar. Dave explained to them that they didn’t have “IPAs on 

tap” – that they could have a pint of Bud or Coors, or they could get the 

fuck out. Surprisingly, they all laughed, obliged, and even left a gener-

ous tip. They never came back though.

These days, middle-aged, broke, and single, Dave spent most of every 

day in the building he came to resent. After his divorce several years 

earlier, Dave moved into the cramped apartment above the bar, cohab-

iting with extra kegs and dusty boxes of supplies for his barely floating 

business. Guys like Mickey, sure they had their own problems, but none 

of them cared about Dave’s situation. They complained that he should 

“invest” in a pool table, or at least a TV. Yeah, wouldn’t that be nice, Dave 

always responded. He could barely afford regular tables, let alone ones 

for this pack of dead beats to play games on.

“You know what’s wrong with kids these days?” Mickey announced to 

the rest of the bar. Nobody bothered to turn their heads, tired of hear-

ing the career drunk’s wandering diatribe against the rest of the world. 

Mickey slammed his glass down, startling Dave and others seated at the 

bar. “They don’t give a shit,” he slurred, content with the half-eyed atten-

tion he now had. “They just want and take. No respect for their elders. 

No clue what hard work is. They’re just entitled sons a bitches, all of ‘em,” 

he whined, barely coherent.

“Hey Mick,” another regular, sitting at the table behind Mickey, 

chimed in. “What kind of job do you have again?” The rest of the cus-

tomers laughed at Mickey’s expense, preparing themselves for whatever 

excuse he would soon offer to deflect from his willful lack of employ-

ment.

“Listen,” Mickey said, standing up and kicking the bar stool over as he 

yelled. He briefly stumbled, working to find his balance before continu-

ing his argument. “I’ve done more for this country than you could ever 

dream of.”

“Sit down, Mickey,” Dave finally cut in. “We all know you shot
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yourself in the leg in Vietnam. You didn’t earn that Purple Heart, and 

you haven’t done shit since then, except collect those undeserved 

checks.”

In the eight or so years Mickey has frequented Dave’s bar, the only 

time he has ever been thrown out is when he took a swing at Dave him-

self. That night, he passed out in the grass in the vacant lot across the 

street, and sure as the sun came up the next morning, Mickey was back 

12 hours later with no remorse. Dave has never had the energy or inter-

est in forbidding Mickey from ever returning. Mickey always provided 

an inebriated outburst about the government spying on everybody, or 

his latest theory on chemtrails or fluoride in the water, but Dave and his 

customers learned to tune him out most of the time. Not Mickey’s fists, 

fury, or foul odor were enough to warrant a lifetime ban.

Mickey moved to sit back down at the bar, but forgot he kicked his 

own stool away, and fell to the floor. Again the crowd laughed, and 

again Mickey was angry. But this time, instead of provoking the next 

belligerent confrontation, he lay down on the floor and passed out.

It took two hours before Dave finally called for an ambulance.



Between Two Hard Covers
Jacquelyn Spence

I think of you printed on pages between two hard covers. I take you off 
the shelf and skim the words.

I remember your front teeth looked like chiclets glued together and you 
told me it was from when a buddy kicked you in the face as you climbed 
through the trenches. The doctor over there didn’t care for aesthetics 
that much.

Turn the page.

You thought I was too young to know such things and I was. You only 
ever told me one story, about the time you offered a Nazi a drink of 
water from your canteen while everyone else ignored the line of men 
meant for death. You told me it wasn’t for him but for you. I didn’t un-
derstand this part, but now I know you were keeping something inside 
of you alive, protecting it. I’m happy you thought it worth saving.

Turn the page.

You were always cooking and baking, it must have been a strange sight 
for such a great big man to walk around in a ruffled apron. But the way 
I remember you most, white-haired and willowy, your smiles looked 
like they hurt. By the time I knew you better, you were shrunken down. I 
asked you why you didn’t have a piece of pie with us. You smiled in that 
way you did and told me you didn’t have the stomach for it. It’s only now 
I know that that’s because the cancer took it.

Turn the page.

I asked who the boy in the picture was with the sideways, slouching cap 
and all the pins on his jacket. You told me it was your son, who never 
made it home. Your wet eyes told me to stay quiet this time.

Turn the page.

Skinny arms, gaunt face—I don’t like to think of you like this. You were 
embarrassed you couldn’t hold yourself up to give me a hug. I didn’t 
understand that pneumonia could be so bad. I didn’t understand a 
wheezing cough could be the sound of things ending. I thought your 
closed eyes was falling asleep.
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Close the book.

Between two hard covers, printed on pages. I can read you like this, scan 

the pages, analyze it all like I was taught. It can all make sense. I just 

wish I could change the tense.



North
Noelle Hennings

“Just do it.”

“No, I don’t want to.”

“If you don’t do it, you know what will happen.”

“Yeah yeah yeah. I know.”

“It’s your choice but make it soon, alright. Time is running out.”

The little boy rubs his gray eyes like he is just waking up from a nap. 

He is pale. Not like he hasn’t seen the sun, but like all the blood under 

his skin has drained away. Johnny rustles his black curly hair and 

notices some glass fall out of it. It makes sense to him why it’s there, but 

he doesn’t care enough to recall what has happened. He glances down 

at the ground where the glass has fallen and finds a flower by his pi-

geon-toed feet. It is a beautiful vibrant red rose. All of its surroundings 

seem like a dull gray compared to it. It is the only thing that does not 

seem robbed of its color due to the sun being buried behind the clouds. 

It reminds Johnny of the flowers his father used to give his mother on 

special occasions. Today is an event that only happens once, but his fa-

ther didn’t bring any kind of gift this time. His parents left too quickly 

to bring anything with them. If a rose is to be brought along for the trip, 

Johnny is going to have to bring it.

Johnny studies his surroundings and discovers he’s the only one 

around. He can see for miles in all directions, and everywhere he looks, 

there is only dirt. But what interests him isn’t the dirt, it’s what is on top 

of it. Thousands of footprints all walking in the same direction. Right 

beside him, there are two sets of prints that appear deeper than the 

others. Johnny doesn’t know why, but he knows it is his parents’. The 

boy grabs the rose in his fist and yanks it out of the dirt.

“Ah, ouch,” Johnny says to himself as bright red blood dribbles down 

his finger. He’s pricked himself on a thorn. Johnny, holding the rose in 

his left hand, lifts his right and points with the injured finger in the
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direction of the footprints.

“Never…” he turns to his right, remembering the old compass rhyme, 

still pointing in front of him.

 “Eat…” Johnny rotates so that now he is standing against the direc-

tion of the prints. Somehow he almost feels he is being pushed back by 

the steps.

“Soggy…” Johnny pulls himself to turn again.

“Waffles…” He turns one last time, now making a full circle, and 

looks ahead, not seeing where the tracks lead.

Johnny was taught by his mother that if a person can find north, they 

can find their way in the world. He doesn’t really know where north is, 

but if north is that important, then north must be the direction every-

one else was going. The boy places his feet in the bigger set of the two 

depressions, thinking it must be his father’s.

“I don’t wanna go,” the boy says, pretending his parents can hear 

him. For all he knows, they can. He looks down at the rose and sees that 

it is aging, growing old, and dropping its petals one at a time. Water 

begins to fill his eyes.

“I will see you again. But I can’t go now. It’s not my time. My feet need 

to get as big as Dad’s first. Then I can go north,” Johnny says. The boy’s 

bloodied grip now wraps around the rose’s remaining petals and he 

squeezes it until the juices run down and mix with the blood. Johnny 

runs south, creating a new path going in the opposite direction as the 

rest.

Slowly opening his eyes, Johnny realizes he’s laying down on his side 

on top of shattered glass. He’s still inside his car in the back seat but now 

the vehicle is turned on its side. Every breath he tries to take doesn’t sat-

isfy his hunger for oxygen. His vision is blurred and his eyes can’t seem 

to focus. All of a sudden he sees something creeping toward him. A red 

pool is inching closer to him, flowing from the driver’s seat. Adjusting 

his eyes and trying to focus on the front of the car, Johnny can see a 

piece of paper hanging from the rearview mirror that reads, A Rose is 

the Heart of Spring.



Victoria Quistgaard

A short man, thick armed, broad shouldered,

sun darkened skin,

washes windows two stories

above him where a meeting

takes place. Through the smokey glass, one onlooker

watches a brush head mosey into view—

it sways then

clunks against the window.

All heads snap toward the clamor

while liquid streaming through the bobbing head

dissolves layers of dust

obscuring the view. Now, through one window,

the sky

is merely cloudy instead of dingy.            The brush

wobbles to the other pane,

begins again,

scrubbing, scrubbing,                     but

this time the dissolution

doesn’t completely dissolve. At the bottom

of the grimy glass, the dirt and dust

has calcified.

So the smokey window

remains dingy—

the man’s job never to be finished,

always insoluble.

Donald Markos Poetry Contest 2018, Honorable Mention

Friday Meeting



Fork in the Road
Heather Campbell

I woke up late for work that day. The alarm screeched in the back-

ground as I rushed through my morning rituals. Teeth brushed, hair 

pinned up, I grabbed the cleanest clothes from the floor and threw 

them on. I ran for the door, stopping by the love seat to grab my phone. 

The screen said one new voice mail. I assumed it was from Jason with an-

other excuse for why he stood me up last night. I decided it could wait 

and continued out the door.

Halfway to work, brake lights flooded the freeway as my car rolled 

to a stop. The curiosity took over; I picked up my phone and pressed “1” 

to call my voicemail. The phone prompted, please enter your password. 

I dialed the numbers that granted access to the mailbox. When the 

speaker sprang to life, instead of hearing the Texas drawl of Jason’s voice, 

it was the hard edged voice of a woman.

“This message is for Heather, my name is Crystal and this is in regards 

to Jason Walker. You need to know that for the last five months he has 

been seeing me. When he wasn’t with you, he was with me at my place. I 

thought you should know… call me back if you want.”

I flipped the phone down ending the call. I can’t say I was surprised 

by this new information; it was just evidence of something that I had 

already suspected. Numbness spread throughout my body and the 

world began to ebb. The sounds of the radio faded to nothing more than 

a distant distraction, as the rattling of loose parts in the car haunted 

the air sucking the life from my chest. Yet still, the voice on the message 

thundered through my head.

Any attempts to be productive at work failed. I just stared at the com-

puter screen, the cursor blinking, screaming at me to fill in the empty 

space. My cellphone sat on the desk, taunting me to pick it up and call 

Crystal back. This went on for hours. Why did I need to call her? What 

would I get out of actually talking to her? What did I need to know that 
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I didn’t already? When the curiosity finally took control, I picked up the 

phone and dialed. The phone rang once. I exhaled. But instead of a sec-

ond ring, a recorded voice filled the line. “We’re sorry; you have reached 

a number that has been disconnected or is no longer in service. If you 

feel you have reached this recording in error, please check the number 

and try your call again.” I ended the call, and to be thorough, called the 

number again just to receive the cold robotic voice saying, nice try bitch.

At 11 AM, the phone rang and Jason’s name lit up on the screen. I 

lunged for it and held it, staring at his name.

“Hello?”

“I need a ride to my mom’s,” he said.

“I take my lunch at 12,” I answered devoid of emotion.

“Can you pick me up on 98th? Just call me when you’re on your way 

and I’ll go wait outside.”

“Okay.” I hung up, not waiting for a goodbye.

At lunch I left work to pick him up. I sat in the car in silence playing 

what I would say to him in my head. No radio, only the sounds of the 

moving car filled the space between my thoughts. I thought I would 

scream at him the minute he got in the car. Then I decided I would be 

calm and just talk to him. I wanted him to tell me how he could do this 

to me. I needed to know how he could he pretend all this time that we 

were more, that I meant something to him. He needed to know how 

much he hurt me. But the minute he got in the car, every prepared word 

disappeared, and the distance between us was filled with nothing but 

awkward silence as I drove. After what must have been three minutes, 

but felt like thirty, he finally said something.

“What’s the matter with you?” he asked.

“Who is Crystal?”

“I don’t want to do this,” he said.

“You don’t want to do what? Talk about Crystal, or you don’t want to 

do this,” I shook my hand in the void between us. “Our relationship, or 

whatever the fuck this is.”

“I don’t want to do any of it.”

“That’s fine, ‘cause I don’t want to do this either, I don’t want to have



Nonfiction

110  Occam’s Razor

anything to do with you,” I said. I was turning on his street and pulled 

the car over, Jason got out, taking any reply with him. I left him there on 

the sidewalk in front of his mom’s house.

The alcohol bloomed through my body, creating a false sense of warmth 

in the sterile examination room. The stiff white paper covering the 

vinyl on the medical table crinkled under my weight. The ticking clock 

counted down the minutes I sat there waiting. A slight knock on the 

door announced the doctor’s arrival; her small frame entered the room 

relieving me of my self-torture. She looked at me with a pleasant smile.

“What can I do for you today?” she asked with a kind voice.

“I was hoping I could get a prescription for birth control,” I replied.

“Okay, we will have to do an exam first. Have you been sexually ac-

tive?” she asked with her friendly upbeat voice.

“Yes.”

“Then, first let’s have you take a pregnancy test, just to be sure.” She 

left the room and returned a few minutes later with a small cup. She 

instructed me on the proper procedures to be taken, and directed me 

across the hall to the bathroom. I flipped the light switch and watched 

the fluorescent lights flicker to existence, the harsh overhead light-

ing chased shadows to the crevices of the room. I moved to the toilet, 

followed her instructions, and left my cup on the small table near the 

door. I went back to the examination room, taking my place on the ta-

ble. About ten minutes later, she re-entered the room, her smile faltered 

when our eyes met.

“You’re pregnant,” she said softly.

I laughed a deep throaty laugh. I don’t know where this came from. 

I don’t know why this was my reaction. Nothing about this situation 

was remotely funny, but the involuntary response my body produced 

echoed through the room. The doctor looked at me like I had lost my 

mind.

“Are you alright?” she asked.

“Oh yeah, I’m fucking great. Well, thank you.” I jumped down off the 

table and began grabbing my things. I could see the unspoken words 
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swimming behind her eyes, but I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t sit there and 

have a conversation about me being pregnant. So I left.

Outside, the sun beat down on my skin. The sounds of cars speeding 

down the boulevard and the smell of exhaust filled the air. I dreaded 

making this call, I didn’t want to know myself, let alone tell Jason I was 

pregnant. But the remnants of the liquid courage coursed through me 

and with the false strength, I dialed the numbers.

“What do you want?” he asked.

“I’m pregnant.”

“No you’re not; you’re just sayin’ that to make me come back. I told 

you I’m done with you.”

“No, Jason. Who do you think I am? First of all, I would never do that, 

if you don’t want me, fine. I would never lie about something like this to 

get your cheating ass back. I just got out of the doctor’s office, and I’m 

really pregnant.”

“Well you better go get an abortion fast, before you get any fatter.” 

Click. Tears ran down my face, the shock of the situation was quick-

ly wearing off. Reality bore down on me. Millions of questions shot 

through my mind. The biggest one, the grenade about to explode in my 

skull, what was I going to do?

The conversations with my mom, sister, and friends went as can be 

expected. They all echoed the acceptable response, whatever choice you 

make we will support you. I could feel the truth that lingered behind 

this statement of what they really meant, it’s your choice Heather, but 

you know what the right choice is. My dad knew I was pregnant. But if I 

decided to get an abortion, he didn’t want to know, and would pretend 

like it never happened. He is against abortions. But he was willing to 

look past this, to forgive me of this so I could make the right decision. So 

I thought. I thought and I thought until my head was about to explode. 

I was twenty-three years old, I wasn’t a teenager. But I had to work two 

jobs just to take care of myself. How can I take care of a baby? The need 

to please my family said abortion; I didn’t think I was strong enough to
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go against what everyone was making me feel the right decision was. 

But the thought of killing a baby that was living inside me tore me 

up. I went from abortion to keeping it, to abortion, to keeping it. This 

went on for days. I took time off of work and sat on my couch letting the 

choice play ping pong back and forth in my head. Finally I decided I was 

going to keep it. I called Jason to tell him.

“Jason, I decided that I am going to keep the baby.”

“What is wrong with you? If you keep that baby, you’re a fucked up 

person, I won’t have nothing to do with it or you. You will be raising it 

by yourself.” Click. I went back to abortion.

I saw the OBGYN the day before, and was given prescriptions for a med-

ication that I was supposed to take four hours before the procedure. 

My appointment was scheduled for 9 AM. I woke up at 5 AM alone in my 

apartment, and took the pill. Twenty minutes later, my uterus started 

contracting, and I felt a warm liquid between my thighs. I jumped out 

of bed and ran to the bathroom, and searched for something, anything 

to soak up the crimson river flowing out of me. Nothing, I had nothing. I 

turned on the shower and jumped in, letting the warm water caress my 

body. The blood slid down my legs pooling in the bottom of the bath-

tub. The pain began to intensify and I doubled over, wrapping my arms 

around my waist. I slid down sitting in the tub with my knees pulled 

up to my chest, rocking back and forth. When the water turned cold, I 

got out of the shower, and lined myself with paper towels. The pain shot 

through my abdomen again, crippling me. It knocked me off my feet to 

the cold hard kitchen floor. I inched to the phone to call my mom. She 

said she would bring pads with her when she came to pick me up for 

the appointment. I irrationally feared for the baby that was inside me, 

forgetting that I was the one that started this. I was the one that took 

that pill to expel the life that was inside me. Regret started to crush me; 

it was too late to turn back now. I was hemorrhaging out my baby, so I 

lay curled up on the small rug on the kitchen floor until my mom came 

to pick me up.

“Heather Campbell,” the nurse called out from the door. I stood up.
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“Can my mom come with me?” I asked.

“No,” she replied and turned her back to me.

I looked back, and said bye to my mom, and followed the nurse to a 

small room in the back. A counter with drawers lined the left side of the 

wall, and a bare medical table sat in the middle. The nurse took a white 

paper lining and pulled it the length of the table.

“Sit down and take off your pants and underwear, you can cover up 

with these.” She took a white stiff paper blanket out of a drawer, and 

placed on the table.

“Do I have to take off my underwear? I’m bleeding really bad,” I said.

“Yes,” she responded.

She went back to the drawer and took something out. She put it next 

to the paper blanket on the table and left the room. It looked like one 

of those blue puppy training pads with plastic on one side, and cotton 

on the other. I stood there alone, rooted to the floor, afraid to remove 

the layers of clothing that were separating me from the blood that was 

ending my pregnancy; finally I situated the pad on the table and started 

to undress. I wrapped the paper blanket around my hips and sat on the 

pad, naked from the waist down, bleeding out my pregnancy on a blue 

puppy pad. As I sat there alone in the room, my mind raced. I wanted to 

say stop, I changed my mind, I don’t want to do this anymore. I wanted 

my baby, I wanted my mom. I wanted to be reminded that I was doing 

the right thing. I wanted to cry. But I didn’t. I sat in the room all alone 

bleeding on a table and waited. The nurse came in and took my blood, 

then left me alone again. In the silence of the room, my head attempt-

ed to extinguish any kind of strength I was still clinging to. Was it my 

punishment to suffer alone? Was I allowed to feel sad? I hated myself for 

being here, for making this choice, and putting myself in this situation. 

Time ticked by like it always did, like it always will, and I sat there creat-

ing a fork in my path that was not there before. Finally the doctor came 

in.

“How are you doing today Heather?”

“I’m fine,” I answered. I’m fine? What the fuck, why did you just say 

that?



Nonfiction

114  Occam’s Razor

You’re anything but fine. I berated myself. The doctor took a seat near 

me and then the nurse came in holding a needle.

“You’re RH Negative. We need to give you this shot so if you ever want 

to have kids at any point in the future, your body doesn’t build antibod-

ies and treat them as a foreign object. Then we have to find out if the 

medicine worked. If it didn’t we’ll have to do a D&C,” the doctor said.

“Okay,” I said. The nurse gave me the shot. I don’t remember how they 

figured out I needed a D&C, but they did. I know that it made it worse; 

it made me feel like a terrible person. The life inside of me was a fighter, 

and I was going to scrape it out. They left the room, and the need for my 

mom grew greater and greater. The nurse came back and gave me a pill 

to take.

“It’s a Valium,” she said, then left the room again. A little while later 

they both came back in. They pulled out shiny metal tools, and placed 

them on a small table near the bed I was laying down on. I opened my 

legs and the doctor scraped out my baby. I didn’t cry.

My mom had dropped me off at home. Not too long later, my friend 

Emily came over.

“What do you want to do?” she asked.

“Not sit here,” I said.

“Wanna get a drink?”

“Sure, let’s go.”

We left my apartment and got into Emily’s truck. She drove down E 

14th, and I looked out the passenger window, unfocused and distant. 

The buildings blurred together, becoming streaks of color as we passed 

by. I could hear her in the distance; she was nothing but a faint sound 

of words creeping through the haze of the drugs. My head was numb, 

calm, it didn’t matter what had just happened. The drugs pulled me into 

a place where everything was going to be okay. This haze was good, this 

haze was where I needed to be, and it’s where I stayed for the next five 

years.



Untitled (2018)
Edrielle Belisario



The Sunday in Pink
Hanna Le

You were six. Sugary sweet in all pink—from the ribbon in your hair 

to the Chucks on your feet. The sun was high in the sky that Sunday and 

being cooped up in the house with your mother watching Vietnamese 

soap operas seemed unappealing. Instead, you followed the sound of 

the neighborhood kids outside on their bikes. You rushed out into the 

driveway and onto your go-kart, powering through the scorching metal 

of the handlebars and the seat as you pedaled behind them.

You caught up to them.

“Can I come with you guys?”

They looked at one another, speaking a wordless language that you 

didn’t know. Finally, the tallest kid, your neighbor from across the 

street, smiled. You thought it was a good smile.

“Yeah, but I wanna ride your go-kart.”

You bit your lip in thought until he spoke again.

“Just until the next speedbump, then I’ll give it back. Promise.”

You agreed, but just as you swung your right foot over to get off the 

seat, he grabbed you by a fistful of your T-shirt, until your body gave 

way to him, forcing you to the ground. You felt your leg and elbow skid 

across the concrete as they broke your fall. Before you could even get up, 

you felt a crushing weight move across your back. You couldn’t move 

while their laughter faded into the distance. You didn’t realize until 

later that he’d driven the go-kart over your back.

“Help!” you cried over and over. You only stopped when you couldn’t 

choke back the sobs that ripped from your throat.

Car after car drove past you. You didn’t know how long you were out 

there—how long you remained still and crying out, but it felt like the 

entire day. You replayed your words. What did you say? You were nice. 

You shared. You did everything you were supposed to do. You were good.

Finally, you accepted it. No one was going to help you. When your 

Flash Contest 2018, Honorable Mention



Le

 Occam’s Razor  117

back ceased to throb, you picked yourself up from the narrow street. 

Your go-kart was gone. Two houses from where you lay just minutes 

earlier, you began to feel the blood from the gashes stream down your 

leg and arm.

Your mother didn’t notice you were gone. She was still silently eating 

jackfruit while watching TV as you walked to the bathroom.

Your face was red in the mirror—blotchy from crying and burned by 

the sun. Your hands were blackened from rubbing against the asphalt. 

The only clean parts coming from wiped-away tears.

You saw the tire marks across your back. You were wrecked—ruined 

in a way you didn’t quite understand yet.

You never did wear that outfit again. The pink was stained.



La Chancla
Barbara Hernandez

La Chancla
Shaping me for a better tomorrow

La Chancla
Get it while it’s still trending!
This item is sure to make your devil child into an upstanding citizen in society
Side effects don’t include: trauma, anxiety, depression, nightmares of any type of sandal, 
thoughts of homicide, death

La Chancla en la mano…
Friiidaaah!
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On the Way Down
Christopher Hester

Adam stumbled into his apartment at six in the morning, his hair 

a mess and his head pounding. His mouth felt like it was filled with 

cotton balls, dry and begging for some water to hydrate himself. His 

body was sore from the previous evening, full of details he couldn’t—or 

refused to—remember. The only thing he knew was that he had woken 

up a half hour earlier in the bed of a strange man he had met in the club 

the night before.

Adam’s black T-shirt was covered in sweat, a piece of the puzzle from 

what happened in the last twenty-four hours. He got off a particularly 

rough shift down at the station, having just gotten back from put-

ting out a fire. From there, he went to the club, without bothering to 

change—but why? Even he didn’t know at this point.

Adam stumbled toward the bathroom running his hand through 

his messy black hair, noting that it needed a cut. He bent in front of 

the sink, turning the water on and catching it in his hands to wet his 

hair. After a moment, he looked up at the mirror above the sink counter. 

His eyes had dark circles under them, and his forehead was starting to 

wrinkle. A dark shadow of stubble was growing along his cheeks and 

jaw, making his twenty-five-year-old face look far older than it was.

Sighing, Adam turned off the water, combed through his hair and 

made sure it laid flat before he stumbled out of the bathroom. Small 

pieces of the night before came back to him. He couldn’t remember the 

number of martinis he had, or the types of pills he popped. He couldn’t 

remember the name of the guy he went home with, just that the man 

seemed much older than himself. He couldn’t remember if they used 

a condom, or even if he said yes, just knew from the soreness that he 

wasn’t the top. He collapsed on the recliner in front of the TV in his 

mostly bare apartment. He didn’t have much other than his TV, recliner, 

couch, coffee table, and CD and DVD collection. He didn’t need much 
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other than that and his clothes, since so much of his time was spent 

down at the fire station. This apartment was by no means a home.

Adam looked at the coffee table where the remote controls sat, along 

with a half-empty bottle of Oxycontin—prescribed for back pain but 

never used properly—along with a bottle of Jack Daniels that he had 

only drank a quarter of. They looked so good right now, ways to quiet 

the screaming in his mind as memories of the night before slowly faded 

in: he hadn’t paid for any of the drinks last night; he hadn’t said yes 

at all, hadn’t wanted sex at all. Adam reached for the remotes, playing 

whatever he had left in the DVD player.

As the screen turned on, Adam heard the familiar theme song to his 

favorite show as a kid: Fraggle Rock. Oh, what a beautiful world it was: 

full of color and light, a utopian society where the world all worked 

together and helped each other despite everyone’s differences. The show 

had formed Adam’s early ideas of life, full of optimism and hope, but as 

Adam quickly learned, the world wouldn’t work that way. Parents could 

kick kids out of their house for being gay. Terrorists could hijack planes 

and leave homes in turmoil, leading some to become firefighters, to 

save as many lives as possible to make up for those lost. He had to bury 

that optimism deep down. When it welled up, it kicked him to his knees 

and broke him down. The pills were the dirt and the booze was the 

shovel, ways to keep all that had made him fight hidden away.

Adam reached toward the table once more, grabbing the bottle of 

pills and tapping two into his hand, before picking up the bottle of Jack. 

“Cheers,” he muttered, to no one in particular before popping the pills 

into his mouth and taking a swig from the bottle to wash them down. 

He watched the colorful little puppets dance and sing across the screen 

as a tear fell down his cheek. He took another drink from the bottle—far 

more than a swig this time.

As he turned his attention back to the TV, his eyelids began to feel 

heavy and droop. “Dance your cares away… Worries for another day…” 

he murmured, the words of the Fraggles all he could ever want, but 

never quite find in himself. He felt the now half-empty bottle of Jack 

slip from his hand, falling to the floor and shatter as his eyes closed, the 
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oblivion of the pills and booze finally taking over and lulling him into 

the blissful darkness of sleep.



Drowning, 10-23-2017
Jamey Williams

My toes

Taste the cold currents

Before I realize

That I am standing,

Black and barefoot,

In a wasteland of water.

Looking back,

I realize that the waves

Carried me here without consent

Yet, nevertheless,

I continue to call this ocean home.

And here,

I hear

Barracudas biting into bones for breakfast.

I see

Sharks sharpening their jaws.

Filing their fangs

With the remains of decrepit skeletons.

You see,

The sea is a dangerous place.

It is

The bloodiest of whirlpools

Where fish who share my features

Replace their name with the word

Lunch; lawless lagoon

Where the mighty sand dollar reigns supreme.
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But, today,

The skin on my feet

Dared me to go deeper into its depths;

And I almost did,

Only stopping after I heard the voice of death.

The reaper

Looks a lot like a riptide.

Hatred bubbles out of his throat

Before he threatens to sink me

In a familiar tone

That sounds a lot like genocide.

He says

“Boy I will swallow you whole

Like I did your ancestors,

So make no mistake,

The waves were a warning

And I’ll drown you in a watery grave

If you ever forget your place.

If you ever forget

That this ocean was not made for your kind.”

The irony

Being that the brine of this country is salty

With black blood.

This country

Is a ship that will trade my hope

For a freight of obedience.

A ship that will smash my self worth

Into flotsam.
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If only

Black bodies could breathe underwater.

We’d build Atlantis

In the name of our ancestors.

If only

This ocean was kind to my kin

Then black bodies would buoy because of freedom.

If only

There was an oasis of acceptance

In America.



Under the Moon
Matt Biundo

“On in thirty.”

Great. The day has barely started, and it’s already ruined. How many 

times do I have to tell these dipshits not to mess with the settings in my 

booth? It’s not that fucking hard.

“Fifteen seconds.”

This rundown is shit, too. Who cares what some dopey movie star has 

to say about goddamn climate change. What a joke.

I close my eyes, take a breath, and wait.

“Five seconds. And four, three, two…” I open my eyes back up, and my 

producer, Brian, points at me from across the studio, just as the red “On 

Air” light turns on.

“Hello, Seattle! You’re listening to Under the Moon, I’m your host, Scott 

Moon, glad you’re with us.” (I know. The pep in my voice surprises me, 

too.) “Today on the show, we’ll talk about last night’s ‘Hawks game—

what an ending! We’ll also talk with the one and only Jason Sharp, star 

of the new movie Dear Earth, which hits theaters this Friday. And of 

course, all you Hog Heads out there, don’t worry. The Hog is still alive. 

His fatness made it in to work today, somehow.”

Brian clicks play on the audio file with The Hog’s signature sound bit—

an obnoxious squealing pig, whose four-second clip is three seconds too 

long. On cue, Paul “The Hog” Cerdo leans into the microphone for his 

introduction. He puts on his normal huff-and-puff routine, acting out 

of breath. “Yeah, I’m here, Moon,” he says. Then between his faux heavy 

breathing, “The Hog is ready to eat.”

Begrudgingly, I plough forward. “But first, a word from the com-

panies who haven’t yet figured out that marketing on our show may 

actually be bad for their business. You’re listening to Under the Moon. 

Back, after this.”

The red light goes out, and Brian tells us sixty seconds back. Not
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enough time for a smoke or a piss break, so I just raise my coffee mug up 

to signal to an intern that I need a refill. Kind of reminds me of when I 

got my start in radio, more than twenty-five years ago. Harvey was a leg-

end, and I sure learned a lot from him, but boy was he a prick to us kids 

those first few months. I still remember that first day as a wet behind 

the ears intern, mere months after graduating college, and still naïve to 

the disheartening future of radio. Even then, Harvey was my idol. When 

he needed his coffee, but nobody told me how he liked it—and like hell 

I was going to ask the Harvey Branson himself—I was scared shitless I 

might fuck it up and not be invited back for a second day of work. Luck-

ily, I guessed right—lots of cream, lots of sugar—and he joked, Hey kid, 

maybe you have a future in radio after all.

“Alright, Scott, fifteen seconds back.”

Note to self: change the goddamn locks in here. What’s the point of 

having my own private booth if anyone can have access? The next time 

an intern or cleaning crew member messes with my settings again, 

someone’s losing their head.

Brian points, and the red light switches back on.

“Alright, welcome back to Under the Moon. Hey Hog, how’s it goin’?”

“Oh you know, the usual. I’m still one hungry hog,” Paul says back.

“Well that’s no surprise. What’ve you got today?”

“Well Moon, I’ve got something really tasty today, I think even you 

might enjoy it.”

“I doubt it.”

 “Moon, let me ask you. Do you like pizza?”

“Of course I do, Hog.”

“Now, have you ever wondered, ‘how can I make pizza even better?’”

“No, Hog, can’t say that I have.”

“Well I have, Moon.”

“No surprise there.”

Brian gives a thumbs up, happy with how the segment is beginning. 

He plays a quick sound bit of pigs eating slop, and signals for us to con-

tinue.

“Moon, one of our faithful listeners reached out to me last week, and 
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let me tell you, this man knows what The Hog likes. He asked me if I’d 

ever tried something called pizzabetes. Of course the named intrigued 

me, and I was almost embarrassed to say no.”

“Pizza…betes?”

“That’s right, Moon. It’s like a pizza-based diabetes. I guess it’s a popu-

lar challenge on the Internet right now.”

“I’m afraid to ask what it is, but I already know you’re going to tell us 

anyway.”

“I’m glad you asked, Moon. Pizzabetes is similar to pizza, but instead 

of regular old pizza dough, the base layer is a chocolate-chip Belgian 

waffle.”

“Oh boy.”

“That’s just the start, Moon. It gets its usual ingredients—lots of 

cheese, plenty of meat. NO vegetables.”

“Of course not.”

“Then—well, let’s see if you can guess what comes next, Moon.”

“Do I have to?”

“Moon, what’s the one thing that makes any food taste better?”

“Oh, no. Don’t say it…”

“That’s right, Moon. You deep fry it!”

Right on cue, Brian plays another sound effect, this time of oil siz-

zling. I’m not sure if the mic just caught my groan or not.

Paul continues. “So yesterday, I met with my new favorite listener, 

Sean, and we went ahead and made our own pizzabetes. Take a listen.”

Brian hits play, and the pre-recorded segment takes over. According 

to this rundown—if it’s even accurate—this tape will play for another 

five-minutes, fifteen-seconds, and then it immediately follows with a 

three-and-a-half-minute commercial break before we start our B-seg-

ment. Just enough time for a private, uninterrupted cigarette break.

Pizzabetes. Give me a break…

Standing on the twelfth-floor balcony, I exhale a sweet cloud of 

American Spirit smoke, and watch the pigeons around me. I can’t help 

but envy their independence—their ability to fly off this rooftop with no 

consequences. And of course, their freedom to shit on everything below
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them.

After producing cheap segments for a few months at KTIL, Harvey 

took me under his wing. He liked that I laughed at his jokes—even, or 

especially, the crude and unfunny ones—and I liked that he gave it to me 

straight. Harvey pulled no punches; he let you know when your work 

sucked, and he was never shy about telling us newbies that producing 

radio was hard work and little glory. But I paid attention, and soon 

found myself earning Harvey’s trust, and taking on more responsibility.

The squeaky metal door opens, and a meek twenty-year-old intern 

walks out. “Uh, Mr. Moon? They’re asking for you back in the studio.”

I look at my watch. Yup, still Monday. “I’m smoking my cigarette,” I 

tell him.

“Uh, yeah, it’s just, they’re, uh…they’re saying back on air in two 

minutes.”

“Right. Two minutes.”

“Um. So, uh,” he stammers. I almost feel bad for him. But not really. 

“Uh, so, what should I tell them?”

“Are you fucking stupid or something?”

The kid recoils in horror.

“I’ll be back in two fucking minutes. Now get the fuck out of here!”

The intern looks visibly shaken, and he scurries back to the studio. 

Maybe that was too harsh, I don’t know. Whatever. I return my gaze 

to the panoramic cityscape, and take another drag. I know I’ve got an 

earful from Brian coming. This is why it’s hard not to be jealous of the 

absent-minded flock of pigeons.

“Come on, I know you’ve got something good to share with us,” Paul 

begs the mic. Movie stars never want to talk about their sex lives on air—

it takes a skilled interviewer to coax it out of them. Paul looks relieved 

when I step back into the studio, and I manage to avoid making eye 

contact with Brian.

“Uh, oh man, nothing really. Honest, I’m just a normal guy,” Jason 

Sharp replies softly, giving a fake laugh that all but screams ‘I don’t 

want to be here.’ Well, I’m not too thrilled either, buddy, but you’re in my 
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studio, this is my show, and we’re live on air, so give me something funny 

you overrated, boring ham. What did he expect when his agent booked 

him on Under the Moon? That we’d talk about the fucking weather?

“I bet he gets more [beep] than he knows what to do with,” laughs 

Paul. He at least wants a laugh if he can’t get a good story.

“Come on, seriously,” I say, stepping in. “How many different actresses 

and models you bag a week, huh?” Paul laughs and Jason blushes. 

“He’s probably got one for each day of the week. Each more famous 

than the last!” yells Paul. What does that even mean? He doesn’t even 

hear the desperation in his voice. It’s kind of pathetic, really. Paul man-

ages to see the disdain on my face even when I turn away. It’s probably 

why he stopped inviting me out for drinks with him and the crew at 

least five years ago. That, or because I always said no anyway. Hard to 

tell.

Jason finally gives an awkward laugh into the microphone. “No, real-

ly guys,” he insists. “I don’t have anybody at the moment. I—”

“Bull[beep]. Total bull[beep],” I cut in. “Don’t lie to us, Sharp. There is 

no way on god’s green earth that a twenty-nine-year-old multi-million-

aire movie star with a face like yours doesn’t have a giant [beep]. And 

there’s just no [beep]ing way you don’t use it. Nope. I’m not buying it.”

Paul is nearly in tears at the point. Even Brian cracks a smile—some-

thing he can do now, since we finally adopted a seven-second live delay 

and hired someone whose sole job is to bleep out our curse words, sav-

ing us from continued FCC fines. Jason doesn’t say anything right away, 

so Brian plays the squealing pig sound bit once again—the go-to clip 

when a guest is clearly nervous on air.

Finally, Jason musters a small laugh through his red cheeks. “Well, 

there is someone—”

“I knew it!” Paul says, unable to hide his real-life excitement.

“I’ve sorta been seeing this woman, but I can’t say her name on air. 

She’ll kill me.”

Dude, nobody cares. Fucking actors.

“That’s fine,” I say. “Let’s call her…Becky. You can tell us all the raun-

chy details about Becky.”
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Jason gives another nervous laugh. “Uh, well…”

“Jason, our listeners are dying to know here.”

“Well, we met at a party.”

“Uh-huh…”

“My agent wanted me to meet this producer, and he was having this 

Fourth of July party on his yacht. And uh, Becky was there too.”

“Ok, now we’re talking.”

“What was she wearing?” Paul interrupts. “One-piece or two?”

“Uh, two,” Jason answers with a sheepish smile.

“Nice,” Paul says. I can’t tell sometimes if that’s his genuine creep-

iness, or if he’s just playing to his Hog persona. Either way, I guess it 

works.

“Alright,” I say, trying to steer the conversation back. “So you’re on 

a yacht, Fourth of July, you got a few drinks in ya, hottie in a two-piece 

catches your eye. Then what? You go up to her and say, ‘Hey baby. I’m Ja-

son Sharp. Yes, that Jason Sharp. Wanna have the best night of your life?’”

Finally, Jason gives an honest laugh, but it’s slightly overpowered by 

Paul.

“Well,” Jason says. “Not quite those words, but…”

“Come on, Moon. Jason’s got class,” says Paul. Brian plays the pig 

squeal again.

“Right, of course. Excuse me. Class.”

“Well, I brought her a glass of champagne and introduced myself,” 

Jason continues. “And I just told her she looked beautiful, and we talked 

for a while, and we really hit it off.”

“So, what, you guys wait like ten minutes before banging?” Jason 

laughs again, and I see my opportunity to press him on it. “Hey Hog, you 

see this? Jason Sharp is turning redder than the devil’s [beep].”

“Hey, my man has class, but he’s also got game, Moon,” Paul adds. “I 

bet it was more like five minutes.”

“It was… it was like fifteen,” Jason gives in, finally proud of his own 

prowess.

Harvey once told me, “Don’t think twice about who your audience is. 
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That’s for the suits to worry about. Do your show, for you.” I wonder 

what he’d think of Under the Moon now. When we first launched, the 

show was something special. There was no foul-mouthed fart-joke Hog 

cohost. We didn’t pander to whomever the marketing team told us, and 

we sure as shit didn’t think that saying something “shocking” was the 

same as saying something funny or important. I was proud of Under the 

Moon. Harvey was proud of me.

Part of me wonders when everything went wrong, but deep down, I 

know what got to me. We peaked too early. We became the most popu-

lar morning show in the country after only being on the air for a year. 

Hundreds of thousands of Washingtonians tuned in every morning, 

and millions more across the country when the show became syndicat-

ed. I once interviewed Joe Patella live—a conversation that went so well, 

many credit our show for launching his successful senate campaign. 

Harvey also warned me of the money—that money meant power, but 

also ego. I don’t have an ego, but I can see how he worried about the 

former. As our audience grew, my contract became more lucrative. And 

the incentives to keep up that growth became addictive. Advertisers 

don’t want to hear about your battle with depression or your history of 

drug use, the sales department would say. So we’d cut those segments. 

We have to do more to reach eighteen to thirty-five-year-olds, I’d hear—and 

next thing I knew, we were booking actors and pop-rock bands instead 

of politicians and journalists. But hey, who knew I could buy a pent-

house condo downtown for less than a year’s salary? I’ve got these giant 

floor-to-ceiling windows on the west side, facing the water, and a balco-

ny bigger than my bedroom looking out towards the Space Needle. The 

one thing I underestimated about radio fame was the privacy. Nobody 

recognizes me—at least not by face. I can sit for hours at the coffee shop 

two blocks down, and nobody but the barista will know who I am. That 

part is pretty great, I have to say.

 

After everyone’s gone home for the night, I call the first locksmith I find 

in the yellow pages. I can’t come in to work again and find my booth in 

disarray. What do they expect from me? Finally, an hour later, an 
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overweight man in a jumpsuit carrying a grimy toolbox hobbles over to 

my office.

“Big fan of your show, by the way,” he beams.

“Oh, thanks,” I muster.

He continues to stare at me, hoping to actually engage in conversa-

tion further. “I just love when The Hog pranks those movie stars, play-

ing fart sounds while they talk.” He has to stop himself from laughing at 

his own story. “Oh, man, that guy is hilarious.”

“Yup,” I say. I figure enough one-word responses and he’ll get the hint.

“Say, is he around? I’d just love to get a picture with him.”

“Nope.”

“Oh, ok. Well tell me, does he really eat as much as he says on the 

show?”

“Yup.”

“Oh man, I knew it! My brother and I, man, we love to try and find 

some of the foods he talks about. He sure does love deep fryin’!”

“Yup.”

Is this what my show has become? Have we really descended this far? 

I knew we’ve been picking the low-hanging fruit lately, but when did 

the same routine of toilet humor and unhealthy eating binges be-

come…interesting? It’s not. This has got to stop. I was an English major, 

for Christ’s sake. I wrote my goddamn thesis on the allegorical signifi-

cance in Dante’s Divine Comedy. But today, I helped promote some sum-

mer blockbuster that’s as mindless as my own show has become. I guess 

it’s a good thing Harvey isn’t around to see this mess. I know he would 

degrade every aspect of the show and what we’ve become. But, I’m not 

sure he could have stopped it either. I can hear his voice in my head, 

clamoring on about how audiences these days are all dumbed down. 

About how nobody cares about substance—they just want their repeti-

tive slapstick jokes and to hear about the latest gossip about how some 

minor-celebrity, who used to fuck some other barely famous person, is 

now having a kid with this other c-lister, and blah blah blah.

The locksmith finishes up, and hands me the new master keys. At 

least that’s done, and I can stop worrying about some scrub adjusting 
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my shit. Now I just have to wash the greasy locksmith off my new door 

handle.

Now, what am I going to do about tomorrow’s show? I did my re-

search on the guests we’re supposed to have—some mom-rock band 

called ColdStop. The lead singer could not be more of an airhead, and 

yet, he’ll sit in the same chair that the Nobel Prize-winning economist 

Walter Lefkowitz did for an interview a decade ago. Fuck that. Fuck…

that!

 

The best part about living so close to work is how I can get to the station 

early, and slip in before anyone else arrives. It’s relaxing walking into an 

empty studio. This same building used to house the geniuses of radio—

the pioneers of the industry—and host equally distinguished guests 

weekly. In my days of working with Harvey, I never thought I’d come to 

revel in this silence.

It’s not especially hot outside today, but I crank up the air conditioner 

anyway. The lights aren’t too bright in the studio, and with any luck, the 

crew won’t arrive for another hour. The new key fits smoothly into the 

replaced lock, and I realize just how walled off I’ve made myself. I can 

even smoke my cigarette in here. So I do.

I start reading the morning newspaper, out of habit mostly. Brian 

has decided lately that we’re going to dedicate ten minutes to bizarre 

stories found in the news. I’ve tried to tell him—nine times out of ten, 

these aren’t funny or interesting, but nevertheless, it’s how I start my 

morning. A local journalist was nominated for a Pulitzer Prize, but I’d 

bet my left hand that the station would just laugh in my face if I tried 

to get her booked. God forbid we return to some semblance of intellect 

and decorum.

After a while, people start to file in. One of the interns starts making 

coffee. Two others are standing in the kitchen, complaining about me—

unaware of my presence until I turn the corner. Their embarrassed fear 

gives me enough joy, and I don’t need to yell at them. Serves them right, 

though; they’re exactly the type of people my show now targets, and I 

resent every last one of them.
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As the rest of the crew arrives, we set up in the conference room for 

our daily rundown meeting. Brian reminds us of today’s honorable 

guests—actual words he used, no less—and we block out our segments. 

After our intro, he wants to spend our A-Block having Paul and I discuss 

The Hog’s upset stomach. Seriously. The B-Block will bring in the daily 

dolts, ColdStop, where presumably I’m supposed to ask them if the 

lyrics, “Baby, let’s go back to your room,” from their latest single, “In 

Your Bed,” are supposed to represent the duality of modern man and his 

existential struggle in an increasingly non-conforming world. Ha!—just 

kidding. Brian says to ask them about how their tour is going, or some 

shit like that.

I tune out the rest of the meeting. It won’t really matter. We all pick 

up and clear out of the room, noting there’s half an hour until airtime. 

I head back to my office and practice my usual vocal exercises, and then 

read my book to settle the rest of my workplace frustrations.

“Five minutes ‘til live,” the soul-shattered intern from this morning 

tells me.

“Sure thing,” I say, giving him a wink to mock his anxiety. I gather 

my things and head for my booth in the studio. I’ve left it unlocked all 

morning so nobody would be suspicious of the changed locks, but it 

was risky on my part as well, considering the ruffians who have access 

in here. I settle down in my chair and glance at the soundboard around 

me. My seat is unadjusted, my levels are as I left them. So far, so good.

“Three minutes,” someone announces to the crew.

I close the door to my booth, and lock it. I’m the only one with the 

keys, and they’re inside the pocket of my suit. I place the headphones 

over my head, and reach for the mic to make sure it’s working. I close my 

eyes for a few moments.

“Ninety seconds.”

I reach for my book and stare at the cover while I wait. Melville wrote 

Moby-Dick over a century-and-a-half ago, and it’s still every bit as per-

plexing all these years later.

“On in thirty.”

My script has the opening timed for sixty-seconds, followed by a 
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quick break before we launch right in.

“Fifteen seconds.”

I close my eyes again, take a breath, and wait.

“Five seconds. And four, three, two…” My eyes open, and from across 

the studio, Brian points to me as the red “On Air” light flicks on.

“Good morning, Seattle! You’re listening to Under the Moon, I’m your 

host Scott Moon. Thanks for joining us, we’ve got a great show for you to-

day. It’s Tuesday, so you know that means we’ve got a prank call coming. 

We also have, live in the studio, the platinum selling artist, ColdStop. 

We’ll talk to them and see if they’ll grace us with a few songs from their 

new album, Window Soul, which has been number one on the charts for 

the past two weeks. And, don’t worry—The Hog is here with an import-

ant update about fried food. You won’t want to miss it. But first, some 

companies recorded themselves talking about their products, and are 

paying us to play it on the station. You’re listening to Under the Moon, 

we’ll be back, after this.”

“And we’re out. Sixty seconds back,” announces Brian.

I return to my book for the remainder of the break. Brian and Paul 

exchange notes in preparation for the next segment. I look over at the 

door to my booth, double-checking that it’s still locked. Good.

“Scott, back in fifteen,” I hear Brian in my headphones.

I take a deep breath. Yup, we’re doing this. I wait for my cue, and 

watch the red light switch on.

“Welcome back to Under the Moon.”

I pause, looking at my notes. Silence on the air moves twice as fast. 

Brian looks at me with some confusion. Five seconds becomes ten. Con-

fusion becomes mild panic. Brian, wired in to my headset, lets out an 

anxious, “Scott. You there?” I look over at him, locking eyes and staring 

straight-faced at him for another eight to ten seconds. At this point 

we’ve been quiet for almost half a minute, and Paul is scrambling to get 

set up to take over. The crew is genuinely baffled. He’s a professional, 

they’re probably saying. He doesn’t just freeze up on-air. They’re right.

Finally, I lean into the mic. I open my mouth, and as the first few 

words spill out, there’s a collective sigh of relief.
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“Folks, I’ve been hosting this show for over fifteen years now. When 

we first launched, we made great radio.”

The shock returns to Brian’s face as quickly as it left. They have no 

idea where I’m going with this.

“It was something to be proud of. The producers were intelligent, the 

guests were respectable. We didn’t play the easy games our competitors 

did—we had a vision of a smart show that would raise above the fray, 

while being both funny and informative.”

Brian’s had it. He makes a bee-line across the studio toward my pri-

vate booth.

“I can’t remember exactly when we made the decision to stoop to the 

frat boy low-grade attempts at humor. I don’t recall who made those 

decisions, but I take responsibility. This show has my name on it. I’m the 

executive producer. I’m the host. And sometime over the past decade 

and a half, I’ve failed you. I’ve failed myself, and the people who helped 

get Under the Moon on the air in the first place.”

I see the handle of my booth’s door start to shake. Brian’s outside, 

locked out, pounding on the door, cursing my name and demanding I 

let him in. He’s calling for other crew members to find the keys to my 

booth.

“Folks, I’m truly sorry. But we’re going to rectify that. I don’t know ex-

actly how, yet, but I promise you: no more fart jokes; no more missions 

for The Hog to find the most disgusting foods around town; no more 

half-wit celebrities telling disingenuous, scripted stories from their 

agents to promote their equally brainless movies or albums. I’m not 

sure how, yet, but we’re going to restore some class to this show.”

I hear someone outside my booth trying to unlock the door. An old 

set of keys that won’t work, getting jammed in the fresh lock. More jig-

gling of the stiff handle, continued pounding on the door. Brian’s livid.

“But for now, for today, here’s what we’re going to do.”

Brian is not going to stand outside my booth much longer. To com-

pletely cut me off, to go for the nuclear option, there’s a series of steps 

he will have to take. By my count, it will take him at least five minutes to 

find the special set of keys, run down to the breakers in the basement, 
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enter in the passkey, and shut everything down. The longer he stays out-

side this booth, the more time I get to ramble. So, I reach for my book 

again.

“Call me Ishmael,” I read aloud. I see through the window into the 

studio, Brian’s on the phone, likely talking to a station executive.

“Some years ago—never mind how long precisely—having little or no 

money in my purse, and nothing particular to interest me on shore, I 

thought I would sail about a little and see the watery part of the world.”

I love this book. Is there a better opening line in all of literature?

Brian’s now left the studio, likely executing the nuclear option. For 

the first time in as long as I can remember, I feel peaceful. I continue 

aloud:

“It is a way I have of driving off the spleen and regulating the circula-

tion.”

Who writes like this anymore?

“Whenever I find myself growing grim about the mouth; whenever it 

is a damp, drizzly November in my soul; whenever I find myself involun-

tarily pausing before coffin warehouses, and bringing up the rear of every 

funeral I meet; and especially whenever my hypos get such an upper hand 

of me, that it requires a strong moral principle to prevent me from delib-

erately stepping into the street, and methodically knocking people’s hats 

off—then, I account it high time to get to sea as soon as I can.”

The answer is nobody. Nobody writes like this anymore.

I read to the mic. To my audience. “This is my substitute for pistol and 

ball.”

The lights in the studio suddenly shut off. Brian made it there sooner 

than I anticipated. They’re going to try and smoke me out of this booth 

as quickly as they can. I would be in deep trouble, but who cares? I quit. 

Instead, I can’t help but smile. I lean back in my chair, and put my feet 

up on the desk, and light up another cigarette.



Family
Anna M. Gomez

Karen looked up from her seat on the couch with the realization 

that she couldn’t remember how long she had been there or what she 

had just been thinking about. Scanning the neutral-toned room, every-

thing seemed vaguely familiar; the pale gray couch, the darker gray rug, 

the glass coffee table in front of her.

To her left, a large bed sat ravaged like a gift box, wrapping tossed 

aside and contents strewn about, the bedcover, a heap on the carpet, 

the white sheets and pillows askew. Karen grew uneasy, wondering but 

not remembering if she had been in that bed.

Beyond the bed, the counters of a tiny kitchen lay blanketed by emp-

ty Champagne bottles and plates of nondescript food leftovers. Nearby, 

a small trash can overflowed with food containers and plastic cups, like 

an erupted volcano with lava oozing down its side. A discarded condom 

lay like an exclamation mark on the floor next to it. Karen stood up, 

panic rising, afraid the owner of that discarded condom might soon 

return.

Karen hurried toward the door but stopped cold as she clutched the 

knob. She wanted to go home, but “home” wouldn’t come to mind. She 

could only muster a vague feeling of home but no actual imagery in 

her mind, such as a house. Karen turned back to face the room. At the 

far end, a large window framed a bright blue sky and a distant, white-

capped mountain range on the horizon. Karen walked toward the 

window, drawn by the brightness of the day outside, but her memory of 

home was like the mountains, still out of reach.

She passed a large monitor on the wall across from the bed. It was 

on, but muted with a photo frozen on the screen of a man and woman 

each holding a small child, a family, and all were laughing. That’s right, 

Karen suddenly remembered, she had been thinking about family.

Reaching the window, Karen looked out, only to find that she was sev-
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eral stories up. Down below was a busy street, a giant artery with cars 

rushing up and down it like blood. Tiny people dotted the sidewalks 

and a large area of green grass with trees and benches across the street. 

There, tiny children played on bright red, blue, and yellow structures. 

Karen felt suddenly overcome with a sense of joy and excitement. Some-

day, she would have children, too, but right now—she wanted to play! 

Karen rushed out of the room and scurried down a long gray hall-

way leading to an elevator. Stepping in, Karen beamed at a gray-haired, 

middle-aged man already inside, who stared wide-eyed before quickly 

looking down. Turning to face the doors, Karen suddenly remembered 

having sisters. Yes, she remembered happily, she had many. She was just 

forming a vague outline in her mind of what they looked like when the 

elevator doors opened, revealing a cavernous room. 

At one end of the room, people stood at a long counter talking to 

uniformed people on the other side of it. Karen didn’t recognize any 

of them and quickly headed toward two large glass doors leading to 

the street beyond. As she stepped out to the sidewalk, she heard a man 

behind her shouting “Hey! Hey!” at somebody.

The park was just across the street and Karen shuffled impatiently 

at the curb waiting for the traffic light to turn green, the laughter and 

shrieks of children playing in the park tantalizing her with delight. The 

second the light turned green, Karen dashed across the street, sped 

through the entrance gateway, and ran up to the top of a grassy knoll 

still wet with dew. She laughed as she threw herself down onto the wet 

grass and rolled all the way down to an area with sand and swings. Kar-

en stood up, her damp clothes clinging to her, exhilarated by the cool 

moisture and sweet scent of grass. 

Then she skipped over to a set of swings, and jumping on one, began 

to vigorously pump her legs back and forth, forcing the swing higher 

and higher. It was so much fun! Karen giggled as she looked down at a 

woman sitting on a nearby bench and holding a toddler dressed in pink 

and white on her lap. Karen smiled, as she swung toward them, and the 

child smiled and cooed as she pointed at Karen. 

Karen leaned back gracefully, as she swung her feet forward, now
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swinging as high as the structure would allow. She watched the wom-

an play patty cake with the child and kiss her plump cheek. Both were 

laughing, just like the people on the screen in that gray room. A family. 

That’s what love is, Karen thought, and that is what she wanted, too, and 

even though she couldn’t remember her own parents, she wanted to be 

one someday. And she must find her sisters, too. As her feet touched the 

blue sky, Karen’s heart practically burst at the thought of so much love 

in the world. 

Just then, Karen heard a click sound from inside her chest and the 

world went black. Frozen in place as the swing slowed to a stop, Karen’s 

blond hair swung forward ahead of her drooping face. She was no lon-

ger able to hear people like the mother and child sitting near her or the 

two men in dark suits standing behind her, one holding a remote.

Turning to the other man, the man with the remote shook his head 

and said, “You know, this is the fifth one this month. There’s either a 

memory chip issue or a flaw in the programming. They’re programmed 

with the desire to be of service, to make others happy, but the integrat-

ed work component doesn’t stick. The Karen-9011 hospitality model is 

just supposed to clean hotel rooms, but they end up leaving the hotel 

and start acting like kids. The techs are working on it, but so far they 

haven’t figured out why they keep leaving.”



Kelan Young

I like philosophy students

   they let me talk about power

without looking at their feet

Without telling their counselors

   Without telling their friends

Without anyone contacting my mom

I like philosophy students

   they let me talk about

the advantages of suicide

When I want to escape

   suicide has become an object

of absolute power

A choice that circumvents

   all other problems

a proverbial ‘I win’ button

Can’t talk about it without

   looking for attention without

it being mental health

I like philosophy students

   they let me know that

I’m not the only one

DeClercq Poetry Contest 2018, Honorable Mention
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   Who contemplates

who weighs the scales

who doesn’t

Think about it

no more stress

   except the taut rope

A final choice, a choice of morals, or ethics

whichever

    but an absolute final choice.

What’s more powerful than that.



Abstract
Lucia Vidal



Twice
Hanna Le

“Nicholas just made bad decisions. Then came the meth and it killed 

him.” 

My godmother and I were eating crappy Chinese food in a fluores-

cent-lit, smelly food court when I found out the truth. I remember her 

face looked more worn, her wrinkles deeper and her hair more silvery 

under the glaring lights as she said it.

It was so nonchalant, in between bites of orange chicken. Like it was 

common knowledge. Not a breath of hesitation or struggle in her choice 

of words. It came out sounding clean and simple. Uncomplicated.

I’d always known my brother’s cause of death. Not the official term 

exactly, but essentially what happened to have him end up in the 

ground. A heart condition—his heart gave out. At least, that’s what my 

father told me. It always seemed so vague and quickly brushed over. He 

never said anything else about it, past the term “heart condition” and I 

restrained my curiosity out of respect for his grief.

Methamphetamine use. The cause of the cause. Apparently, it wasn’t 

an actual overdose. The amount found in his system would be a normal 

high for most people, but not for someone who had a pre-existing heart 

condition.  

“He just never quite got with it, you know? Never had any real inter-

ests.” Her gaze conveniently focused on her chow mein, and her hands 

focused on picking it up with the cheap chopsticks. She brought the 

noodles to her mouth, some still hanging out as she chewed. She fin-

ished the bite and took a sip of Sprite before continuing. “He wanted to 

be a mechanic, but flunked out of trade school. So, he got that job at the 

airport and never left—never did much of anything with anyone really.”

Sitting at the sticky tables of the local mall’s food court with loud 

teenagers cluttered about probably wasn’t the best place to hash it out, 

but that’s where it happened.

Flash Contest 2018, Honorable Mention
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I always remembered him as a big, lovable goofball. Jolly, even. As 

if, once he eventually hit his white-haired sixties, he could easily pass 

for Santa Claus. He collected comics, restored old cars, loved The Three 

Stooges, and wore black and white high-tops with denim overalls every-

day. He loved root beer floats and brownies, but hated key lime bars. 

Every weekend during the summer, Nicholas would come over to my 

dad’s to work on vintage cars. The Manhattan Beach sea breeze felt gen-

tle and warm from the driveway, while Nicholas’ 1960s cassettes played 

in the background. I used to hand him frosty root beer after root beer 

while he worked underneath his cars.

“Careful! If you spill it on me, we trade places. You will be the one cov-

ered in grease under here!” he teased as I reached down from my spot 

on the hood of the car to hand him the bottle. 

“You and Ba always said I’d learn how to fix all this stuff anyways,” I 

said, rolling my eyes. Probably giving him as much attitude as my eight-

year-old self could muster. 

He slid out from underneath the car, grease smeared all over his face, 

his usually light-brown beard dyed black. He grinned at me and then let 

out a hearty chuckle. “Yes, young grasshopper. You will indeed. The old 

man and I agree, you’ll be a grease monkey soon.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

Even though he was decades older than me, his childish spirit always 

seemed so innocent. As if being so lively and humorous could keep his 

resilience from wearing away. 

But, then I was told different. 

My gut wrenched, the fried rice was heavy in my stomach. The grease 

seemed to flood up into my mouth. Upchucking the Chinese food 

seemed like a good idea. 

Perhaps my godmother noticed my distress, because her clouded 

blue eyes softened and she sighed deeply.

“I know, I loved him too. I always wanted what was best for him. He 

just never tried. To fit in, to get on track with his life. Like I said, I tried.”

I couldn’t bear to look at her anymore. Afraid my face might show my
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fear in asking, “Why didn’t you do anything? Help him—get back on 

track, be better?”

 “Well, we didn’t really know what was going on with him. He nev-

er told us much of anything.”

 It just sounded like nobody cared enough to ask. 

 Every image of his final moments I ever conjured up was changed. 

I always pictured my father coming by Nicholas’ double-wide to find 

that he died in his sleep. Like his heart just quit mid-slumber and that 

was that. But, now? Every possible image I had of his last moments were 

twisted and mangled. Was he even found in his bed? Or was his body 

splayed out on the linoleum kitchen floor? Maybe on the couch with the 

television on? Was he scared? Did he try to call for help? Did he regret it? 

Or was he relieved? That the struggle was finally over…

 And then I thought of my father. About how he lied to me, or at 

least dealt in half-truths. To protect me from a jarring reality? To keep 

me in the innocence of childhood longer? To keep my rose-colored 

memory of Nicholas unscathed? I’m sure all of it was, but it was a lie 

nonetheless. It made me wonder what else he lied about. Or kept from 

me. 

 Before this truth, my grief seemed simple. I was just a girl with 

a brother who died unexpectedly. It wasn’t in anyone’s control. His 

health, his heart failed him, and us—his family. Burying him was my 

first true loss, the first time I had anyone to visit in a cemetery, the first 

time I put on a black dress and a sad smile. The loss was immense, yes. 

But, not tragic. 

 Nicholas died all over again. Alone with a war of loneliness and 

disappointment in his mind. And this time, I had to bury him knowing 

how weary of life he truly was. 

 “The truth can be unkind, but it’s worth knowing,” my father 

used to say.

 One of the life lessons he tried to impart on me. He always re-

minded me that the truth, no matter how unkind and terrible, was 

better than any well-intentioned lie. That everyone deserved the truth 

of their reality. But after my hour spent in that food court, I’m not sure I 
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agree. 

And I’m not sure he did either. 

“Hanna?” I could hear her call to me past the white noise of the food 

court around us. 

I looked up and willed myself to keep my face blank. Unaffected. 

“Are you all set?”

I closed the styrofoam box. “I’m finished.”



It Follows
Melissa Edwards

Why do girls walk to the bathroom in groups? My former 

psychology professor explained women naturally form companions 

and keep to them in almost all activities. Women go to the restroom 

together because it’s in their nature to want to feel included. It is a 

biological impulse. This natural instinct to talk and feel embraced by 

others is why women use the bathroom in groups. 

However, I know too well the truth behind this “natural impulse.”

It was a hot day. My brother’s house was only one street over from 

mine, but it took multiple blocks and a mile-long hill to reach it. I 

dreaded the minor trek it would take to walk there. As I headed out of 

the house, the screen door half pushed open, front door half closed 

behind me, the phone rang. I huffed, backtracking into my home and 

went to the kitchen to answer the prehistoric landline.

“Hey love!” Katrina’s voice, bubbly as always.

“Hey Katrina, I was just about to head over to your place.”

“I’m actually at the market at the bottom of the street so if you wanna 

stop here we can walk up the hill together?”

The idea of hiking the hill with my sister-in-law felt less daunting 

than doing it on my own.

“Okay, I’ll meet you there!”

I strolled down the sidewalk, the gray pavement cracked and as 

uneven as it had been for the past three blocks. I wished I had a phone 

to keep me company. My father had decided I was too young to have a 

cell phone, even though I was fourteen and offered a million reasons 

as evidence for why he was wrong. He wasn’t persuaded. With only 

my conscience to talk to, I walked along, admiring the surroundings. 

B Street was compiled of a variety of different house types: modern-

looking architecture when the street neared downtown, a few elegant 

Victorian structures spaced every so often, and a lot of run down, god 

Creative Nonfiction Contest 2018, Honorable Mention
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forsaken residences that no trick-or-treater would ever approach. 

 I listened to a car passing by. The street was surprisingly unoccupied. 

The high heat kept everyone inside, I assumed. I felt myself sweltering in 

the black hoodie I always wore. I took it off and tied it around my waist. 

I had passed the fourth block when I came upon a tall, young man, 

early twenties perhaps, leaning against a chain link fence that blocked 

an empty lot between two houses. He wore a sweatshirt, one that had 

once been white. It was dirtied, stained, taking on an almost brownish 

hue. It was obviously too small, as it didn’t fully cover his long torso. His 

black sports pants were torn at the hems and his shoes were in no better 

condition than the rest of his attire. His shaved head bent towards the 

sidewalk. He was studying the ground, the side of his face screwed into 

a grimace as if the pavement’s crumbly appearance offended him. I felt 

uneasy, but continued walking. 

My foot slightly scraped the ground, and his head snapped up in my 

direction. He looked at my face, then to my feet and slowly took his time 

viewing every inch of me until his gaze matched my eye level. His dark 

eyes glinted with a look that made my skin crawl.

I looked for another way to get past him. The sidewalk across the 

street was blocked off due to construction. There were no detouring 

side streets branching off from my path that offered an escape. I was 

stuck. I had to walk past him. 

I kept my pace consistent, although my breathing would not do the 

same. The distance between us closed and I walked past the unkempt 

stranger. Keeping my head straight, I took a quick side glance. I wish I 

hadn’t.

His stare bore into mine. His previous offended grimace had changed 

to an unwelcome approving smile. My eyes flew forward. I kept them 

there, tears stinging my eyes at the thought that he could still be 

staring. 

My feet hit the ground hard, enough to sound like two people’s 

footsteps. I passed multiple houses, their colors blending into each 

other from how fast I was moving. As the last stretch of B Street came 

into view, more apartments and residents filled the area. My heart rate
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started to quiet, and my feet no longer pounded against the road. But 

the sounds were still the same. It wasn’t my feet creating the excess 

noise, but there was indeed a pair of footsteps nearby. 

I kept walking for another two blocks before I felt comfortable to 

feign tying my shoe. Stooping towards my foot, I started messing with 

my black laces. I looked over my side and there he was. 

He stopped as I stopped and leaned against a white post at the end of 

someone’s driveway. He looked at the ground again, but I could see his 

dark smirk.

Blood pounded in my ears. A few blocks remained until I reached 

the meeting place with Katrina. There were no other people around 

and it seemed unlikely anyone would show up. Panic hit me like a train 

as I stood up and started walking faster. Sweat, not just from the heat, 

slipped down my face. 

I could hear the man following closely behind, increasing his pace in 

order to exceed my own. 

“Come here, girly!”

I broke into a full-on sprint. My legs were their own beings—pushing 

themselves away from the ground and reaching as far as they could to 

cover more of it. My arms pumped, trying to match the force of my legs. 

Two blocks to go. A side street opened to the left, but I knew I 

wouldn’t make it to Katrina if I veered off the main road. I crossed it and 

kept running. The wind whooshed past my ears, but it wasn’t enough to 

block out the explicit things he was yelling at me.

“You better stop, or I’ll make the fuck hurt twice as bad when I catch 

you pretty girl!”

The street blurred. Tears flowed down my face but the wind dried 

them quickly. Fear and adrenaline filled my being. Cramps began to 

form in my sides and left calf muscle. My legs faltered. 

One block to go. He was gaining on me. I could almost feel him close 

behind. Another cross street appeared, the last one before the main 

street ended. With no thought of traffic safety, I ran into the crosswalk. 

The squeal of tires rang in my ears. The blare of the horn deafened my 

scream. The car slammed to a halt in front of the stranger’s path, miss-
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ing me by inches. 

The near-death experience felt like my saving grace as I ran down the 

street and into the parking lot of the supermarket.

I slowed down after entering through the sliding glass doors. The 

bright lights and sweet-smelling fruit by the doors enveloped me. 

Katrina was near the entrance, picking through a wooden stand con-

taining papayas. She hadn’t noticed me, but the safety of her presence 

calmed me down as I caught my breath and the cramps faded. I turned 

around, searching for the man to see if he had caught up. My eye caught 

a glimpse of a grimy brown sweatshirt. He was leaning against a 

streetlamp across the street. Smiling. He slowly brought his hand up to 

his face, covered his mouth and blew me a kiss. He stalked off around a 

corner and out of sight. 

I never saw him again, but the impact of my first experience of sexual 

harassment was life altering. I sense his presence every time I’m in pub-

lic. I see his perverted face when I catch a man checking out my body. I 

hear his voice when a boy says, “Hey girl, you’re looking mighty pretty 

today.” Fear grips my soul when some male stands too close to me. I’m 

scorned if I politely ask them to back away, “Stop being such a bitch.”

I’m twenty-three. I have learned to live with that fear over the last 

decade. I grow from it, fight it, find ways around it. I have rules now 

for when I walk around: try to have a buddy, know your surroundings, 

and never walk alone at night. I learned that almost all of my friends 

had an experience like my own, some not being so lucky, and they beat 

their fear by staying in a group. Starting in high school, we never left 

each other’s sides. We naturally sat together in class and ate together 

at lunch. But we unnaturally went to the restroom in groups. It wasn’t 

a biological instinct to fit in, as my college professor would have me 

believe years later. It was an instinct to survive, cultivated after so many 

women experienced what could happen from walking alone, even just 

to the bathroom.

In my senior year, a male classmate decided to point out our behavior 

to us.

“Good god, you guys can’t even break apart to pee by yourselves?
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You’re such girls.”

Yes, we were. And we still are.



Mohamed Algarmi

The living room is cold

due to the marble flooring

and stone walls.

One must walk

with plastic sandals.

Otherwise, he will catch

pneumonia, which is a death

sentence here. Honey seems to

be the remedy for all ailments, but

not for the elderly. As I admire the

dawn breaking through the Arabic

vector design windows, I’m disrupted

from the illuminating colors by the

KNOCKING

 KNOCKING

  KNOCKING

Of the elderly. She wants to escape

her room. The rest of the house is

asleep. The sound of the knocking

coming from the large wooden

door grows louder. Pesky

compassion allows me to release her.

She speaks to dead relatives, but 

refuses to allow me to chime in. The senior

states to me: “The roof. We must

seek high grounds! Take me there at once.”

The sunlight begins to wake the other

sleeping relatives. The old and the

young, or my grandmother and

Donald Markos Poetry Contest 2018, Honorable Mention

Locked Up
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I

tip

toe

past the slumbering cousins,

aunts, uncles, and other grandmothers

from other marriages. We finally make

it to the stairs. I use my left hand to

grip the ice-cold aluminum 

staircase railing. I use my right hand to

hold on to my grandmother’s Vicks

covered shaking hand. We make it

to the gate of the roof. I unhinge

the dilapidating rusty colored lock with a

mere fingertip touch. We make it

to the flat-surfaced stone rooftop. I

speak to the old, but she still speaks to

the deceased.



Persephone
Michael Leung

I am a stripper. Not a prostitute. Not a whore. I am a human being. 

And I always say this to myself before the day begins. I take a good long 

look in the mirror and tell myself that I am beautiful. My long black hair 

that is too often held up in a ponytail, now freely flows past my shoul-

ders. My lips are full and vibrant. My smile is infectious and my eyes—

wait how did I get such dark circles under my eyes? Are my lips really 

this chapped? When did I get this double chin? Are my teeth really that 

yellow? Am I beautiful? UGH.

 As I enter the living room, my cramped apartment continues to 

squeeze the remaining life force I have left out of me. Sure, the apart-

ment itself is cramped, but living with three other girls makes things 

truly claustrophobic. I’m not sure what’s worse, the fact that we have 

to share a bathroom between the three of us, or the constant piles 

of clothes and trash being left on the floor that force me to navigate 

through what essentially is a minefield submerged in treacherous wa-

ters. I carefully choose my steps over what might be last week’s laundry 

or this week’s load, and open a window to the outside world.

People. Walking their dogs or riding their bikes, or really just taking 

up space. I hate this city for that one reason alone, it just has too many 

damn people. Maybe to them it’s cool and hip and fun. Maybe to them 

it is cool to take an hour-long BART ride and waste their weekends here. 

Maybe to them it is hip to visit every goddamn coffee and record shop 

on every block. Maybe it is fun to move into this “cute little neighbor-

hood” and essentially disenfranchise those who have lived here for fifty 

years, because Mommy and Daddy can afford to pay their rent. And 

maybe I’m a part of this problem, and I’m starting to realize it now. This 

is Berkeley— 

“Morning Stephanie,” a voice squeaked behind me. I quickly put on a 

smile and turned around.

Flash Contest 2018, Honorable Mention
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“Morning!” I replied. My eyes were squinting now because I was fake 

smiling so aggressively.

“Is it too hot in here?”

“Nah, I just needed some fresh air.”

“Oh, well, make sure you check the wheel for chores, I’ve noticed 

that—”

“Of course!” Of course, I’ll look at the stupid chore wheel. I had no 

intention of doing them, but I walked over to the small kitchen to take a 

quick glance at the chore wheel, ignoring the rest of her sentence. Then 

the ring of my phone saved me. Grandma. I picked up the phone.

“Hey Ama.”

“Hi honey, how are you doing?” Perfect. More bullshit conversations 

to buy me time from having to do these chores. I mean, half the time 

the rest of the girls don’t do them anyways.

“I’m great. School’s great. Work’s great.” 

“That’s wonderful to hear.”

“Mhmm,” I say as I finally track down my name on the chore wheel. 

Stephanie. Laundry. Are you kidding me? This entire room is filled with 

laundry. How am I even supposed to—

“Have you met anyone nice at work?” Shit. Why does she keep asking 

me this? 

“Ama, you know that I really only work with women.”

“Yes you’re right,” Ama recalled. “It would just be nice if I got to see 

a new face next Thanksgiving.” I laughed at the idea of bringing one of 

these patrons home to my family. She thinks I work part-time as a teach-

er at an all-girls school. 

“Well, I haven’t met anyone yet,” I say with a sigh. “But I’ll let you 

know if that changes, OK?”

“OK.”

“Well, I have to get going now, class is about to start and I have work 

after.”

“Bye, sweetie.”

“Bye, Ama.”

If I am kind enough to tell them, they often ask me for reasons why. 
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They often ask me if I have any self-worth, or if it demeans me. They 

often ask me if I do it for the money or the attention, or for my sexuality. 

I just as often smile back at them. Because what they don’t know is that 

I do this to become someone else. I become Persephone. A goddess who 

is impervious to words like GPA. A goddess whose life does not depend 

on whether or not she wants to major in biology. A goddess who nev-

er worries about bringing someone home to her family. Or the social 

construct of having a family and exactly two-point-five kids. Persephone 

wouldn’t even think about the inevitability of death. She is almost 

invincible. 

Stupid-ass slut. Filthy whore. Dumbass bitch. Cheap-ass hoe. These 

words break past Persephone’s radiant barrier, and I become Stephanie 

again. Until I tell myself.

I am a stripper. Not a prostitute. Not a whore. I am human.

I am beautiful.



Solus
Heather Campbell

I woke up today

wanting to hear the soft grating snores that

emitted from your side of the bed,

to feel the weight of a body

pulling gravity into the yielding mattress threatening

to drag me down into the hole, left behind

in your absence

I am alone.

This house is no longer safe.

It is full of ghosts that hang on the wall

interred in glass and mahogany.

Memories of us laughing,

sitting on the couch, eating dinner

whisper to me and echo down

the hall lingering in corners waiting to strike.

I entomb nostalgia in cardboard coffins

sealing it with tape.

The living room is crowded with

plastic tombstones filled with our history

avoiding has become my life.

The table is a pyre fueled with papers.

In the end that is all you are

a certificate, a newspaper,

black ink forming the words that

made up your life.

Son.

DeClercq Poetry Contest 2018, Honorable Mention
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Husband.

Brother.

Date of birth, date of death.

The phone rings and

I expect your voice to boom through

the speaker, but instead

it is my mother

checking to see if I got out of bed.

But I don’t.

I drift in a necropolis of pain.

I curl in the empty space you left.



Rocket
Alden Apusen

In your tenth grade piano class, when Mr. McKinley assigns you 

and your classmates to perform a song of your choice at the end of 

the semester, please don’t choose to do a duet. Choose a song that you 

could do yourself, like everyone else is planning on doing. Instead of 

using piano class to flirt with girls, maybe you should try to better your 

playing. Perhaps, you could do the title screen music from Kingdom 

Hearts instead of a cheesy rendition of Heart & Soul, but if you still want 

to perform that cheesy rendition of a classic composed by Hoagy Car-

michael ask your friend Paul to do it with you. And if you still want to 

hit on someone in hopes that you could finally get a girlfriend, ask the 

sweet modest girl who sits two rows in front of you to be your partner. 

She awkwardly makes eye contact with you a lot. But seriously, when Mr. 

McKinley says that it’s okay to work in groups, look at any other person 

in the room. Just don’t make eye contact with Ariana De Luca.

If you do happen to look at Ariana, ask Mr. McKinley if your duet 

could use the piano room after school to practice. Maybe then you 

wouldn’t have to meet up with Ariana at her apartment because you 

don’t own a piano. If you could gain access to the piano room and con-

vince Ariana to practice on campus, then she can’t do what she plans on 

doing with you. There’s no coming back if you accept her invitation to 

practice with her at her place, your life will be predetermined by that 

point.

You will show up at Ariana’s apartment complex after school. She 

unlocks the front door to reveal a quiet apartment unit, yet dank in 

atmosphere. You see an ashtray on the table, almost full with cigarette 

butts, and with each inhale of air mixed in with leftover smoke still 

stuck on the carpeted floor your backpack grows heavier. She’ll signal 

for you to sit at the kitchen table. Eager to place your backpack down on 

the floor, you’ll stop yourself as you see a cockroach scurrying across 

R.V.Williams Fiction Contest 2018, Honorable Mention
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the line where the tile and wall meet. Instead you’ll pull out a seat for 

your bag, and then for her.

“So nobody’s home? Where are your parents?” you’ll ask.

“My mom doesn’t live with us. My dad works evenings and graveyard,” 

she’ll say.

“I remember you saying that you had older siblings?”

“My sister is going to school in Santa Barbara, my older brother is a 

Marine, and my eldest brother is out working all the time. I’m not sure 

what he does.”

“It’s just you and I?” you’ll say quickly taking your gaze down to the 

table.

“Yup.”

She knows that you should both be practicing that duet right now, 

yet she’d rather get to know you better through conversation rather 

than how you play the piano. You both see each other in passing at 

school, but have never really talked outside of the classroom. You’re 

thinking that both of you should be sitting on the piano bench in the 

living room as you pull out sheet music for Heart & Soul, instead you’ll 

entertain all the questions she has for you. You should mind that she’s 

wasting your time, but you don’t. She’s easy to talk to. You both like the 

same music, some of which happens to be piano covers of popular video 

game and anime songs—oh, and lots of jazz. You both have a soft spot 

for dogs. You both know the same people, and it’s becoming a mystery 

how you and her haven’t already built a friendship with one another be-

fore this point in your high school careers. You should find it weird that 

she’s the one doing all the questioning, instead you sit there content 

because an actual girl is talking to you.

“You want a shot before we start practicing?” Ariana asks.

“What!”

“A shot of whiskey. I know where my dad hides his bottle.”

You’ll nod your head yes, knowing full well that this is your first ex-

perience with alcohol, knowing that the only thing that you had to eat 

today was a Pop-Tart, but still nodding your head yes in hopes that you 

could establish any sort of bond with Ariana. Even though you don’t
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really want to drink. 

She’ll grab two wine glasses, and pour them three-fourths of the 

way full with Jack. She’ll give her drink a swirl and a sniff, as if she were 

actually drinking wine. She will smile in response to the scent of the 

whisky, as if to mask her real reaction. You’ll mirror her. A swirl and a 

sniff, except that you’ll gag in response to how fresh the smell is to your 

olfactory receptors. You’ll even manage to spill a few drops due to how 

full the glass is.

“Salute.” 

Ariana will raise her glass, and you’ll raise yours. The wine glasses 

will kiss, and then touch the lips of their respective holders. She’ll drink 

it all in one go, and place the glass down on the table as she gets a little 

teary eyed. You’ll try to keep up. Only half the liquor is finished by the 

moment you have to put the glass down. Again you’ll gag, but this time 

you run to the restroom and vehemently cough into the toilet. Nothing 

comes out. You will hear Ariana laughing as you’re wiping the saliva off 

of your mouth. As you come back to the table, your half-empty glass will 

be in her hand. She’ll raise it smiling.

“You gotta finish if you wanna move on to practicing.” 

You know you should deny the glass and sit in front of the piano 

anyway, but of course you’ll take it. Bottoms up. Though it didn’t burn 

the throat as bad the second time, you’ll still have the look on your face 

like you smelled some piss. You’ll feel good for finishing your first drink, 

accomplished even. What you won’t notice at the moment is how warm 

your stomach is getting, or how unprecise your coordination is as you 

hand the empty glass back to Ariana for her to put in the sink. You’ll 

stand in front of her for a second, spacing out.

You’ll start to stare at Ariana, and remind yourself why you have a 

crush on her. Her sense of fashion shows that she is familiar with how to 

look like a woman, but not like the women you’d see in the business or 

political world, more like the women you’d see on reality television or 

on your Instagram Explore page. Her winged-tip eyeliner reflected that 

of the eyes on billboards you’d see on buildings, though she was modest 

with the make-up. She didn’t need any of that, or at least you thought 
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so. You’ll imagine that she developed early compared to her peers for 

her to build a wardrobe highlighting her more feminine features. She’ll 

exude an aura of confidence, and present herself in a way to show how 

assured she can be. Her fleek brows will furrow noticing that your eyes 

are fixated on her chest.

“Sorry, am I being creepy? I think I’m drunk,” you’ll say.

“It’s okay, can you feel that?” she’ll say, pinching your cheek.

“Naw, I can’t feel my face!”

You’ll both laugh. She reveals her keyboard, you set up the sheet 

music, and you both sit in front of the piano on the small bench. It could 

barely hold you both without you and her rubbing shoulders. As you’re 

sitting there, you’ll be consumed with thoughts of how drunk you are 

rather than focusing on practicing the duet. You’ll start to notice the 

sheen of Ariana’s pastel colored nail polish as she also struggles on 

transmuting the notes on paper into sound. After a few more attempts 

of playing correct notes and minutes of off-key music, you’ll both give 

up trying to play, and start laughing about how intoxicated you both 

are. 

The laughter will die down and your whole body will start to feel 

warm. The warmth will originate from your stomach, and encompass 

all your extremities, especially your groin. You may even think it’s sim-

ply the effects of the alcohol, but you’ll begin to notice yourself washed 

in an overwhelming nervous energy. Your heart will start racing, and 

your chest will feel tight. You’ll catch Ariana looking at the crotch of 

your tight pants. As she looks up, you’ll both awkwardly make eye 

contact, then quickly dart your gazes at opposite ends of the keyboard. 

A few more seconds will pass with no movement from the both of you. 

You’ll start to focus on the sheet music and start playing out of sheer 

awkwardness. None of the keys you’re playing remotely correspond 

with the notes on paper. Her hand will begin to crawl onto the keys next 

to yours. You’ll catch the sheen of her nail polish, as your hand holds 

down chords for a whole note while her hand cannons over to yours. 

And contact. You’ll stare at the point where both your hands touch. Her 

hand looks so smooth, clean, and well-kept compared to your hand
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where a little dirt resides under your fingernails. She’ll scooch her hips 

a little closer to yours, and soon the sides of your bodies will mesh into 

one another.

You’ll freeze up. You’ve never been this close to a girl before, at least 

one that you aren’t related to. Your only idea of what to do in a situation 

like this is borrowed from romance movies, novels, and the pornogra-

phy that you casually consume when you’re certain your household is 

asleep. Before this moment, you’d have daydreams of how you might 

act if a girl ever approached you like Ariana is doing, but none of those 

dreams are coming to fruition. Your heart won’t stop pounding, your 

face is flushed, and to top it all off, your urethra starts doing some in-

voluntary Kegel exercises making you feel more unsettled. You begin to 

think that you might die from all the stimuli. 

She’ll then place her head on your shoulder. You’ll look down at the 

top of her head, and breathe in the scent of her shampoo. Your heart 

will soothe down to a steady tempo, and you’ll grow calm by the heat of 

her temple on your shirt as you allow her weight to ease into your arm. 

Your lungs will try to fill up with the scent of the laundry detergent still 

fresh on her clothes. Exhale. All is calm, you’re in the eye of the storm. 

You’ll close your eyes, and lay your cheek atop the crown of her head.

“Are you a virgin?” she’ll say, dragging you back into the turbulence. 

“Of course not! I was just hooking up with a girl last week.” 

“It’s okay if you are. I won’t think any less of you.”

“No really, we did it last weekend when my parents were out of town.”

“Okay then, what’s her name?”

“Oh I wouldn’t want to compromise the identity of any of the girls at 

school.”

“So what you’re saying is, if I ask this girl if you both had sex she’d 

deny even knowing you, or if what you’re saying is true, she’d say that 

you’re wack in bed?”

“What? No!”

“So where did your parents go?”

“Puerto Rico! What about yours?”

“I told you, my dad is at work and my mom doesn’t live here.” 
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“Uhhhhhhhhhh…”

“Uhhhh, what? What are you trying to say?”

“I think…” you pause for a second too long.

“That you like me?”

She’ll place her hand on your inner thigh, and slowly make her way 

up to your crotch. Your body will start doing its involuntary Kegel exer-

cises again. Your palms will get sweaty, as you start guiding her hand 

to the center of your hips. With so much blood flowing in the lower half 

of your body, you’ll follow her lead as she starts unbuckling your belt in 

hopes of cooling off. Her hand will lay where the zipper of your pants 

once was. 

“Still soft?”

You’ll pretend like you didn’t hear Ariana whisper under her breath 

as you put your arm around her back. Bringing her closer to you. She’ll 

raise her head, and your lips will touch as the wine glasses did. Your first 

kiss. Her mouth tastes like whiskey, but luckily your esophagus stops 

you from gagging this time. The dancing of tongues would be more 

enjoyable if not constantly interrupted by your thoughts of how alcohol 

makes you want to gag. You’ll think yourself a masochist for enduring 

this. Fortunately for her, she’s used to the taste of whiskey. She’ll start 

to pull down the elastic of your underwear, exposing your genitals to 

a fresh pair of eyes. Eyes that don’t belong to your parents. Finally. Your 

shirt will come off, and so will hers. Then both of you will move your 

party over to the musty sofa.

There will lie a trail of trousers, jeans, socks, and other undergar-

ments from the piano to the couch. At this point you’ll be bearing the 

weight of her body onto yours. Her breasts will serve as avid cushioning 

between rib cages wanting to collide into each other. Her hip bone will 

stab into your stomach. Could we reposition please? You’re on top this 

time. You’ll try cradling her, but the blade of your forearm attempts 

to cut into her bicep. Maybe we should try this position? She’ll begin to 

straddle you, as you look up from between her breasts—the luster of 

making out naked starts to wear off. Her sit bones press into the top of 

your thighs, but you won’t press back due to how flaccid you still are. 
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“What’s wrong?” she’ll ask.

“I don’t know, it’s usually up at this point,” you’ll say, thinking about 

all the times you get off watching porn.

“Hold on let me take care of this.”

She’ll tie her hair back. You’ll scoot the front of your hips to the edge 

of the sofa. Then she’ll moisten her lips, and you’ll hold onto your shaft 

as your head droopily hangs over your fingers. She’ll peck you on the 

lips for the last time before sitting on her heels. Tongue to skin. Lips 

to shaft. No teeth. She’s done this before. When in reality you’ll still be 

soft, soft enough for you to fit inside her mouth without the grazing of 

her teeth, and soft enough as to not elicit her gag reflex. You’re an easy 

swallow. 

Impotent.

It’s what you would think if you knew that there was a word to de-

scribe how nervousness can override one’s libido. You’ll try to counter 

the nerves by instead appreciating the way you both make eye contact 

as she peeks up from between your legs. Still soft. You’ll try to envision 

what it would be like to penetrate her other orifice. Still soft. In a last 

ditch effort, you’ll replay all those videos in your head that you watch 

every night, which usually gets you going. Still soft. 

“Am I not exciting enough for you?” 

“No! It’s just that…”

“Are you gay?”

“No! I just can’t…”

She’ll roll her eyes, and begin to pick up her clothes. You’ll want to say 

something along the lines of, could we try this again, or, I’d like another 

shot, in an attempt to recover your self-confidence. None of it comes out. 

You want her to comfort you by saying, it’s okay, or, this happened to a 

friend of mine one time. But she won’t. Only silence is spoken as you’ll 

both try to get dressed without looking at each other. Instead of saying 

anything, you’ll end up waiting for her to wash herself clean of you in 

the bathroom, and then you’ll leave.

Emasculated.

The next day at school you’re greeted with a, “What’s up Whiskey 
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Dick?” by one of the other students you’ve seen Ariana hang around 

with. Your brow will furrow as you watch that student’s silhouette fade 

into the hallway. You will pull out your phone and type whiskey dick into 

your Safari search bar. According to Urban Dictionary, whiskey dick is 

defined as, “a case of erectile dysfunction due to excessive alcohol con-

sumption.” That’s it, my life is over. 

You’ll be in your piano class, unable to look anyone in the eye. Though 

you’ll notice that Ariana is absent from the room. Your spine will begin 

to round, your chest will sink, and your face will hang parallel to the 

small electric keyboard in front of you. 

“That’s rough buddy...” your buddy Paul will tap you on the shoulder. 

“How does everyone know!”

“Dude, you’re semi-viral on Twitter.”

“What?”

“Yeah man, Ariana is lightweight Twitter famous for being open about 

her sexual exploits. You just happen to be the new one,” he’ll say, trying 

to hold back a laugh.

“What!”

“Yeah, our high school is pretty small, my guy. But I think she gets her 

following from pedos who get off on knowing about a high school girl’s 

sex life.”

Ariana was popular with the guys, but you’ll be oblivious as to why 

that is. You’ll think that it’d be a good idea to create some social media 

accounts, but you won’t commit to that thought until after high school 

is over.

“Why didn’t I look her up before going to her house? She could’ve 

been a serial killer for all I know.”

“Yeah dude, you don’t have a Twitter so she felt comfortable at-ing 

you.”

“How’re you gonna at someone who’s not on that platform?”

“I-D-K dude, but she put your name in after the at.”

You will look her up on Twitter. And there it is, the tweet contain-

ing your first blowjob. 529 likes & only 27 retweets. Not as bad as you 

thought. You’ll find your full name preceded with an at-symbol,
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followed by “has erectile dysfunction.” The laughing emoji with the 

tears coming out of the eyes serves as the finishing blow to any remain-

ing ego left in your body. 

“Don’t worry dude, you’ll be the butt of everyone’s jokes for a week 

tops, and then there’ll be another meme to take up everyone’s atten-

tion.”

You won’t be completely sold on Paul’s statement, but you’ll come to 

find out that he’s right. You’ll only take the insults for four days, before 

the new hot Internet meme comes out of the oven. Soon the jokes of the 

school will be made within the context of the Internet’s new material, 

rather than your failed missile launch. You’ll step out of the limelight, 

and fade back into the background. 

But before that, you’ll ask Mr. McKinley if you can change the song 

that you intend to perform at the end of the semester. 

“Oh, I heard…” he says with a grimace.

You’ll begin to wonder if he’s one of those pedos that follows Ariana 

on Twitter, but your thoughts will shift over to what song you’re going 

to play as he gives you the okay. You’ll end up playing the title screen 

music to Kingdom Hearts as you originally intended. 

Years after, you will wonder how you managed to get through high 

school without talking to Ariana again. By your junior year, Ariana 

will look less like a reality TV star and will go full-blown fashionista, 

very hipster-esque. You will spend the rest of your junior year heading 

straight home after the last class of the day, and the same thing will 

happen your senior year. During this time, you’ll try to quit watching 

pornography because you read an article with a headline of, “Porn In-

duced Erectile Dysfunction Sweeps the Nation by Storm,” which actually 

gets you to stop for a while. Trendy clothing will start to pique your in-

terest, as you mask your impotence with flashy fabric. You’ll start to get 

more acquainted with those in your graduating class, but nothing as 

deep as your casual friendship with Paul. Ariana on the other hand, will 

die down in Twitter fame, but in return, develop a close friendship with 

Mr. McKinley. She’ll start taking piano lessons from him after school 
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as some form of extra credit. Then she’ll spend the last few months of 

her senior year at another school. Mr. McKinley will end up going super 

viral, but on the news instead of on Twitter. From the moment of your 

semi-viral success to the evening of your high school graduation, you’ll 

avoid mentioning anything sexual in hopes that your only experience 

isn’t brought into conversation.

One day, someone will ask you about your first kiss, and only the 

scent of whiskey will come to mind. You’ll laugh as you say that the first 

time that you ever kissed a girl, and the time that you lost your virginity 

were on the same day. Knowing the latter to be a lie. This becomes your 

go-to story when anyone brings up you and your relationship to phys-

ical contact. In your cap and gown you begin to wonder if your experi-

ence with Ariana will affect any potential interactions with women. 

It does.

You’ll go off to college far away from your hometown and blossom 

from those weeds of self-doubt, but not fully. Your image will begin 

to reflect those Kanye West fans that wait in line for hours out front of 

sneaker stores, but you’ll also mirror the half-baked fitted suits of your 

friends back home stuck in pyramid schemes. Versatility. 

You will pick up a new hobby in photography, and even gain a small 

following for it because of your eye for fashion. Word will spread and 

you’ll become the go-to photographer on your college campus, and this 

is how you’ll get popular with the girls. After all, since moving away 

you’ve been overcompensating for your sex drive with nice clothes 

and a silver tongue. You’ll book photo appointments with women, and 

compliment each one of them on the outfits that they present in front 

of your lens. Some will become your friends, and some will be your at-

tempted hook-up. And each woman that you happen to get naked with 

is shown your softer side. 

The woman with the sundress and hat that you frame perfectly on a 

grassy hillside. Still soft. The chick with the denim jacket, black dis-

tressed jeans, aviator sunglasses, and a messy bun. Still soft. The girl in 

the yellow bikini. Still soft. The business major that needs shots for her 

LinkedIn profile. Still soft. The sneaker head that wants pictures of her
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 thousand dollar shoes to show off on Instagram. Still soft. And your lab 

partner from Anatomy & Physiology 1002 whose picture you take in 

exchange for copying her notes. Still soft. 

Some of these women will give you the words of comfort that you 

needed to hear that one evening in high school, but those words still 

won’t get it up. Some of them will make a casual joke about it, and 

then they’ll feel even sorrier for you once they see your depressed soul 

through your eyes. Either way, the evenings will usually continue with 

them taking caution as to not offend you further, which is always ap-

preciated. Though as a consolation, each one of them will cuddle with 

you naked after they’ve just been blue-balled. Some of these women will 

remain friends with you after your inept show in the bed, and some 

will awkwardly pass by you on campus as you try your best not to look 

in their direction. Still, each new experience of sharing a bare embrace 

with another woman will make you think of that one night with Ariana. 

And each time you come up short, you’ll imagine the potential ridicule 

that might come after. Luckily, none of these scenarios will manifest—

these girls are too nice.

After failing to pitch a tent for the sixth time, you’ll once again pick 

up masturbation. You’ll find that the only time you can get hard is in 

solitude with your laptop (or phone if you’re on the go). You’ll go on an 

all digital diet because virtual women won’t pressure you like the real 

ones do. Plus, women that live on your computer won’t resurrect the 

ghost of Ariana, who happens to be buried within your penis. “Why did 

I look at her in piano class?” you’ll think to yourself, as you come to the 

realization that technology will be the only thing to get you off.

That’s it.

Within the confines of your dark room you’ll open up your Instagram 

app and type, “Ariana De Luca,” into the blank spot of your Explore page. 

This Account is Private. Follow this account to see their photos and videos. 

Shit.

You’ll choose not to sabotage your espionage campaign by request-

ing a follow. So instead you’ll pull up Facebook and search through 

your friend list, “Ariana De Luca.” I’m not blocked! You’ll see that her 
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profile picture is the same as when you last lurked through her page 

your senior year of high school. She’s moved on to other platforms.Your 

body will start doing its involuntary Kegel exercise, but this time, all 

the muscles in the lower half of your body tense up along with your 

urethra. You’ll click on her profile, and from there you’ll click to open up 

her pictures. They’re all still there, pictures of Ariana just as you remem-

bered them. 

Your pants will get tight. Your chest gets warmer. You’ll smell whis-

key despite not having touched the stuff since high school. You’ll lick 

your lips, and pull out your dick. It’s hard. You’ll scroll through her pro-

file pictures, then her tagged photos, and all her posted albums. Trigger 

fingers. Pulsating more with each stroke as you see your pupils dilating 

in your reflection on the computer monitor. Your wrist on the mouse-

pad seems to twitch in tandem with the wrist on your pubis. You’ll set-

tle on one of her prom photos, the one without her date, the one where 

you get a good angle of her face. And then, climax! 

You’ll reflect on how sick you are for masturbating to the fifteen-year-

old version of a girl who still haunts you every time you’re in bed with a 

new woman. You’ll wonder if you could go to jail for something like this. 

You’ll look at your freshly flaccid genitalia and wonder if it’ll work now 

that the ritual is complete. You’ll open up your hand with your seeds 

sprawled out on your palm and whisper to yourself...

“I’m so fucked up.”



Why the Drunk Vaquero Dances
Kezia Marshall

For Biniam

It’s late and she’s walking down old Alvarado Boulevard after 

drinking all night at TGI Fridays—alone because Cheserae threw a drink 

at her because she said something Cheserae didn’t like, but the drink 

aimed for her hit Alicia instead soaking her jeans and both Cheserae 

and Alicia were angry and Cheserae was her ride. So she’s walking down 

old Alvie—under the gloomy globe lights that line the sidewalk and 

by the bald lawns in front of ancient suburban homes painted cream 

and pink and quiet cold-engine cars in their driveways and everything 

sleepy and miserable. She forgot her jacket and wallet at the bar. She 

could call Phil—Phil said to call at anytime, but she shouldn’t do that, 

she shouldn’t. She walks until her gut can’t hold it anymore and bends 

in half throwing up into the gutter—she yacks and yacks and yacks until 

her insides are wrenched tight, her eyes water from yacking and she 

starts to cry between gags. She’s two miles away from her mom’s house; 

it’s a small town, with TGI Fridays right in the middle of it. She sits on 

the curb and thinks about texting Phil. The road is empty until a red 

car passes in front of her, Cheserae has a red car, maybe it was her and 

Alicia and they were laughing at her sitting there with vomit all over the 

ground, all over her clothes. She texts Phil. He doesn’t mind, he’s around 

the corner, around the corner anyway, he can pick her up, she shouldn’t 

be walking home this late anyway, he says. He’s there in five minutes, 

just like he said he would be and he smells like soap. The heater is on. 

She relaxes in the passenger seat—he asks what’s going on. Nothing, she 

tells him, just a late night, thanks for picking me up, it’s nothing. He’s 

quiet and his mercy makes her cry. Her hair is wet with tears and vomit, 

snot runs down her nose and she sniffs while looking out of the window 

at all the pink and white houses, dark boxes, real clean, dark boxes. 

They stop in front of her mom’s house. He turns the car off and faces 
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her—will she pray with him? She looks to him and nods. She puts her 

hands in his hands, he grips her tight, he mumbles quietly, she sniffs 

and closes her eyes tight and tries to concentrate and make out each 

word he says but can’t and she cries harder because she wants to hear 

him and can’t. Amen, is all she hears him say and Amen she answers. 

He doesn’t let go of her hands. You’re a good friend, she tells him, and 

I wish we saw each other more often, she sniffs. I’m only a phone call 

away, he says, I’m here for you. She nods. I’ll call you, I’ll call in the morn-

ing, she lies. Okay—he knows. She opens the passenger door. She regrets 

calling Phil.

The outside light in front of her house is on—her mother’s light 

shines in the window upstairs—she knows her mother is waiting, wait-

ing, waiting for her. That she won’t sleep until she comes home. But she 

can’t walk past the candles on the front porch tonight, can’t walk by her 

brother’s photographs, the flowers, the rosary beads that the mothers 

of the neighborhood left behind as they moaned with her mother and 

clutched onto their own sons. She can’t go inside—it smells of incense 

and rotting casserole dishes and cat piss. She stands there, drunk and 

wavering—thinking black, blank thoughts, she walks away from the 

waiting house and on to another block, she walks to the house where it 

happened—his bloodstain still there, and she drunkenly hunches over 

it and starts to dry heave so she lay down on the stain, cheek to stain, 

listening for a pulse. The sidewalk is dead and then it comes alive—she 

hears it clicking, a sidewalk heartbeat, a shiver runs through her, the 

clicking gets louder, it might be in her head, but it’s so loud, so real, 

and as it gets louder the clicking is a confirmed reality—she rolls over, 

so sure, so sure that her brother has come back to life. The clicking is 

beside her, not her brother, a man on his horse, the beast’s muscles 

shimmering in the streetlights. The man on top of it wears his hat low 

over his eyes, the beast dances in front of her, a ballerina, a pirouette, it 

carries the man while it tiptoes, the man is quiet, bouncing gently with 

the reins in his hands. The Drunk Vaquero—they dance a solemn dance, 

and she rests her cheek again on her brother’s bloodstain, watching as 

the beast dances on, while the man’s head bobs. Soon she’ll go home,
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she’ll wrap her mother in a prayer shawl, she will let her mother take 

her face in her hands and stare into her eyes for a long time, the eyes she 

shares with her father, her brother; she will clean the dirty dishes, she 

will pick her mother up as she falls into grief, into darkness, into a place 

she can’t reach her from. A streetlight goes out. The Drunk Vaquero 

dances on.



Far Away (2018)
Sarah Marian



January 31 st, 1998
Keanu Dasalla

When I looked upward

at you, vision still a dream,

I wonder—

What did you see?

Did you see an empty page,

the prelude to a life, transition for another?

Did you read the valleys on my shallow palms

for guidance?

Or had you witnessed something else?

Perhaps you saw a mirror staring blankly back,

reflecting in its naked clarity

the image of a scared young woman

facing down the barrel of motherhood.

And in its unforgiving glow, perchance you glanced

another figure:

one who lilts infectiously the mellow hums of Fado,

wobbling precariously through the screen door, head in hands

too often.

Daughter, he says through imbibed breath

my blood remains with you,

in him.

How long you hid the truth away

that gave to you and me

the curse

of chronic, aching minds.

On the days I need three ibuprofen
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instead of two

and the light of the sun stabs against my brain

like butcher knives,

I know you blame yourself.

But on that stormy afternoon so many years ago,

as the downpour rattled ceaselessly against the ward window panes,

you knew I would be worth it,

for we’d endure

together.

Besides,

there’s too much in this world to miss.

And so,

two decades on,

you raise your tired eyes

to mine.

Clearer now than then I see

the dream of life you gave

to me.



The Friend Request
Francesca Santos

I was twenty-six years old when she found me. By then I had already 

made up my mind about her. I figured that she had worked so hard to 

get me out of her life, that I had no need to allow her back into mine. I 

sat there in the comfort of my room with the old school rock posters of 

Guns N’ Roses, Aerosmith, and Black Sabbath as my audience. My swivel 

chair was rocking me into a comfort as I sat there in front of my com-

puter, trying to decide what I wanted to do with this random “friend 

request.” 

My olive skin tone and dark-colored eyes offended her before I was 

even born. No mixed-race child belonged in her family especially one 

that would grow up to call her “Nana.” When her daughter was just 

sixteen years old, pregnant and scared she gave her two options: get rid 

of the thing growing inside her, or give “it” up to a different family who 

wouldn’t mind having a child without a lily-white complexion.

Curiosity got the better of me, watching the small arrow dance 

around her profile picture as I decided if I wanted to click it or not. I 

don’t know what I expected her to look like; maybe I thought that her 

outward appearance would somewhat reflect that darkness inside her. 

Instead, I found her to be quite beautiful. There staring back at me was 

a faded photo of a young woman in her mid-twenties. Her hair was in 

corkscrew curls, dark, with a ribbon tied around the top of her head. 

Her nose was petite, small and semi-round, much like my own. Her eyes, 

from what I could tell, were a dark, hickory brown. I lifted my hand to 

my cheeks to find the heat radiating off of them. I didn’t need to look 

in the mirror to know that they were turning the vivid red that I find 

myself wearing when I am anxious.

My heart and my head could not seem to agree. My head told me 

that I shouldn’t give her a chance. I didn’t owe her anything. Yes, she is 

getting older but she had gone a quarter of a century without knowing 
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the child I was and the woman I grew up to be, and found no need to 

contact me until now. What caused her to feel the need to contact me? 

Maybe she had a change in consciousness now that she was becoming 

aware of her mortality, or maybe she had come to the realization that 

this is the United States and people of every color had a God-given right 

to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. No matter the reason, I 

couldn’t fight the feeling that when people show you who they really 

are, you have to believe them. She showed me who she was twenty-six 

years ago.

My heart on the other hand felt an unwavering desire to know more 

about the family that I had come from and to have a better understand-

ing of why my very existence seemed to anger her so. I sat there just 

staring as if I was expecting some holy being to make the decision for 

me. I could feel my heartbeat quicken like a clock counting down…

Just like that, as if my finger had a mind of its own, I led the white 

arrow up to the picture and clicked.

There she was, staring back at me the biggest bombardment of hy-

pocrisy that I had ever seen. Listed under most recent posts was a short 

video that read, “Do you agree that a Fetus is a human being? SHARE IF 

YES.” Ironic considering just twenty-six years ago she felt that the Fetus 

growing inside her daughter wasn’t a human because of who its father 

was. The posts that followed were filled with “White Power,” “Tea Party 

Memorabilia,” “Build That Wall,” and “God Chose Trump.”

I could feel the stomach acid rising up, burning my esophagus as it 

made its way into my mouth. It took every ounce of self-control to not 

let it splatter all over my computer screen.

Then without warning, I started to cry. I could feel the hot saline 

falling into the creases of my nose and then down my chin. I don’t know 

what started it; maybe it was the fact that a small part of me wanted 

to be accepted, or maybe I never really had come to terms with being 

denied my chance to know my birth family because I had more melanin 

in my skin.

After calming myself down, letting the sounds of breathing in 

through my nose and out through my mouth lull me into a meditative
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state, I made my way back to the top of the page and clicked “Accept.”

I made the choice to let her peek into my world, to see what I was able 

to accomplish despite the hatred she felt for the child that grew in her 

daughter’s stomach.



Lost
Michael Leung

I’m four years old and I managed to get myself lost. I mean, I did 

what they told me to do. Get in the metal box, press the button that has 

a five on it, and get out when the doors open. I say it to myself in my 

head over and over again until the words are on the verge of spilling out 

of my ears. As soon as the door opens I bolt out, only to see my parents 

still inside. The doors close quickly as they yell things to me that I don’t 

quite understand. I turn around to find an empty office, a ghost-town 

of empty cubicles. Much too small to look over them, I find myself in a 

labyrinth of gray scratchy carpet-covered walls. I turn back around and 

stare at the closed cold metallic doors.

I’m five years old and I don’t feel lost. I’m at the playground, but I 

don’t know where my grandmother is. I don’t know any of the other 

kids here, but I remember bringing a toy. I think I got it in a Happy Meal, 

and I’m sure the toy is from the movie Star Wars. He’s riding a motor-

cycle and has a red face. It has wheels on the bottom so I like to roll it 

around on the ground, but unfortunately the ground here is tan bark. 

So, I make my way towards the slide to roll my Star Wars guy onto a flat 

and somewhat even surface. I begin to roll my toy onto the slide. It’s one 

of those toys that you could pull back and when you let it go, it would 

roll on its own. It feels like magic.

“That’s not what the slide is for!”

I look up and see a young boy glancing back at me. He begins to 

climb up the slide and says again, “That’s not what the slide is for, so 

move!”

Three more kids emerge from behind me and start climbing up the 

slide, the last one stepping on my hand.

I’m ten years in and I feel lost. Before we moved, we visited China-

town every weekend. The streets always reeked of cigarettes, and the 

sidewalks covered in month-old gum. We ate dim sum as a family, or my
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parents would buy groceries from the stalls and stores that engulfed 

the small part of town. But out here, there is no Chinatown to visit. 

There are no buses that take you into the city. Here there only exists a 

small one-story mall, and a school bus full of cruel children who mock 

and punish those who do not conform. Calling my Nike sweater fake 

when I apologize for stepping on his sneakers. Kicking my backpack 

because it rolls on wheels instead of being on my back. Here there is no 

one who looks like me, but there are plenty of children who look like my 

teachers. Here, I am uncomfortable when a girl who I accuse of stealing 

a pencil from me jabs back at me with her imitation of my language.

“Ching Chong Ching Chong.”

I know my teacher hears this but she ignores it.

I’m sixteen years in and I’m lost. While my classmates are studying 

for their SATs and going through prep programs, I’m barely clinging 

on to a C average, hoping I’ll be able to walk my senior year. I take no 

interest in school, maybe because I’m no good at it. I have moved four 

times and gone to four different schools since I was ten. The people here 

look like me, but they are nothing like me. They all have million dollar 

homes, know how to play the piano, have known what they have want-

ed to do since the day they were born. Here, I am uncomfortable when 

someone asks me where I will be going for college.

I am eighteen years in and I no longer feel lost. I just graduated, and 

I know I want to pursue an English degree. I’ve been inspired by my 

senior year English teacher, and now I feel like I’m ready to take on the 

world. I don’t have everything in order, but now I realize, not everyone 

does. I am content with learning along the way, I mean that’s what col-

lege is for, right? I think I’ve even found love. I started dating her around 

my junior year, and we’ll hopefully continue dating through college. 

Maybe things are starting to look up. In four years, I hope to have my 

degree and, hell, maybe in eight years I’ll be married.

I’m twenty years in and I’m definitely lost. I’ve dropped as many 

classes as I have taken. I have spent much more money than I’ve saved. 

The distance between us has created such an enormous strain between 

my girlfriend and me. I’ve lost the language that I used with my grand-
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parents. I’ve lost that connection that I had with them once. I’ve lost the 

love for the visits for Chinatown, and the Sunday mornings we’d spend 

eating dim sum. I’ve lost my love for my own culture, almost rejecting 

it entirely. Embracing some hodge-podge, fucked up version of Ameri-

can-born Chinese that resembles more of Frankenstein’s monster than 

either American or Chinese. Here, I am uncomfortable when someone 

asks me who I am.

I am four years old again and still lost. The metallic doors are still 

shut. I can hear the sound of cars passing by the building, and see small 

plants in my peripheral. The scratchy carpeted covered walls still sur-

round me. The world seems so big to me; the metallic doors towering 

over me. 

DING.

The elevator door opens and my parents rush in the room and pick 

me up, embracing me. They hold me close and say things to me that I 

don’t quite understand. I realize then, that I have pissed my pants. Per-

haps I am terrified of the idea of being lost in a world where I could find 

no place in. 



Orange Shag
Wyatt Slanec

As I sat on their floral sofa from the 70s, my feet barely grazed the 

orange shag carpet that lined “the cabin”—I thought it was a cabin—

but it was a single-wide trailer on the lake that my grandparents had 

grown fond of over their retirement. The carpet showed years of wear 

from being trampled with muffled footsteps. A mere hundred yards 

from their front porch, where water met the tidy beach, a dock floated 

patiently, waiting for my grandpa to eagerly take the boat out fishing. 

The Merc cruiser bobbed up and down in the water with the faded red 

lettering spelling out “Grandpa’s Toy” across the stern. The orange shag 

carpet stretched all the way to the perimeter of the room, paneled in 

dark wood that resembled wallpaper more than actual wood. Rays of 

sun peered in through the aluminum window, reflecting off the gold 

threshold where the carpet met eggshell-and-pink linoleum that had 

seen better days. Just beyond the threshold, my grandma sat quietly at 

their round dark-wood table, a deck of cards spread out resembling a 

game of solitaire. She was captured by thought and concentration, lay-

ing one Harrah’s playing card after another in a specific order I didn’t 

yet understand. On the television, Clint Eastwood’s Dirty Harry played 

with the volume at an untraceable level. Large subtitles scrolled up the 

screen as I tried to keep up reading them, only to find they changed 

more quickly than I could read. 

My grandpa sat in his armchair next to me as he gazed at the televi-

sion, probably able to recite the movie from memory. He was completely 

deaf without his hearing aids; this made him a peaceful man who lived 

his life in this acquired solitude, with a superhero ability to fade in and 

out of reality. 

“Gerald!” my grandma yelled from a few feet away in the kitchen, as if 

she was across the house.

“What, Mom?”
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My grandpa called her “Mom” for some reason, probably because she 

was the mother of their children—almost all of them, anyway. Togeth-

er they had twelve, some from each of their previous marriages, and 

others together. 

“Gerald! I need my bag from the truck—”

“F… sh…” he grumbled just loud enough for him and me to hear. “I’ll 

grab it in a minute.” 

I peered over at my grandpa and saw him slowly lift his hand to one 

ear and turn the dial all the way down on the rear of the skin-colored 

device, and then do the same thing to the other side. He kicked his 

sandals off and put his feet up on the coffee table—fifty years of blue-col-

lared work on a dairy farm hadn’t done them any favors. He folded his 

hands and placed them right over his Santa Claus-like belly that rose 

with every breath. Light glistened off of his state-champion wrestling 

ring, inlaid with glistening stones, that he’d worn religiously for fifty 

years. 

He had the gentle smile on his face that he often wore—the smile of 

a man in complete solitude who had no intentions of getting anything 

out of that truck.



Aaron Copland ’s America
Jordan Rodriguez

I’m a fan, but too young to have ever met him,

He must have been a kind man, his brilliance notwithstanding.

There is, also, the irony that the father

Of a distinctly American orchestral sound

Was in fact a gay, Jewish, alleged communist.

But his music,

How it evokes the purity of American life.

Take his Appalachian Spring for example,

Its humble grandeur, the generous optimism,

The innocent playfulness of melodious flutes,

An almost folksy gumption, but earnest, always reverent.

It is the frontier and the longing for a promised land.

The love of one’s neighbor; rustic settlers and honest living.

It is the democratic spirit as melody and form—

And yet, in its beauty I don’t hear a varied America,

Not the America of history and experience.

It’s not the America of slavery and Jim Crow, or of a

Hatred and terror fueled by generational racism,

It’s not the Trail of Tears, or forced internment,

It’s not the America of labor riots and laissez-faire,

It’s not the America of misogyny, or red-baiting,

Or of a vapid individualism that separates each from all.

But take the spirit of its Simple Gifts passage,

From the old Shaker hymn, ’tis a gift to be simple.

The weight of history removed, complexity made plain,

The revelry of pizzicato and bell tones, the melody in a round,
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Cascading strings that whisk you into a rapturous jubilee,

Trumpets herald a magnificent refrain declaring

We have landed now at truth, divine love, and pervading joy,

Crooked paths made straight, the rough ways made smooth.

Isn’t it funny, the certainty we feel in music?

That’s why Plato would banish the musicians.

They stir our sentiment, but also it’s this feeling of truth,

Absolute certainty given to us here on earth.

Of all the luxuries music is the most insidious.

When it resonates music reinforces our deepest presuppositions.

But there’s more to it than that.

Music is not opaque; we don’t misinterpret its meaning.

If it is solemn, joyous, sensual, even transcendent, we hear it.

It can lead us through paths of sentiment we already know.

But in the absence of meaning, in our particular voids of understanding,

When we are struck by new rhythms and unfamiliar harmonies,

Music creates new avenues of understanding in the radicalism of sound

—so the truth is in the music.

So from Appalachian Spring,

Where I have known cynicism I know also joy.

From my own desert of irony I know also a sincerity formed in idealism.

Sobered by history, but grounded in beauty,

I have learned to embrace our ambivalence

And for that I remember Mr. Copland.



The Millbrae Line
Jacquelyn Spence

My shoes make a squishing noise as I descend down dirty, tiled stairs. 

I’ve tried everything from Comfort Plus to Danskos, and no matter how 

comfortable or ugly they are, the squish is inescapable. My bunions may 

not bother me, but any grace that these old legs could muster is worth-

less when they’re weighed down by these damn orthopedics.

When I’ve finally plodded my way down the stairs to the platform, 

I’m faced with the decision of sitting on rock-like benches or standing; 

loitering in the dimly lit, humid cement box, that always seems to 

faintly smell like a mixture of cigarettes, liquor, marijuana, and urine. I 

try to remind myself that what rail transit lacks in ambience, it at least 

makes up for in efficiency. Whether sitting or standing, my back’s still 

going to end up aching, so I might as well take a seat and wait the seven 

minutes for the Millbrae train.

The wait is brief, I know, but the minutes move by slowly. I wonder if 

I’m the only person who feels like time moves at two speeds simultane-

ously. Maybe I’m used to the waiting—life seems to be chock full of wait-

ing, I’ve noticed—so it never seems too bad. But maybe my impatience 

comes from knowing it all goes by awfully quick. Another New Year’s 

Day comes and you accidently write a date that passed fifteen years ago; 

it happens when you aren’t looking.

As usual, once I board the train, I am quickly given a seat—today, it’s 

offered by someone young with a knit cap and a ring through his lip. I 

always hear people talking about “these disrespectful youths,” but I 

vaguely remember my own grandparents saying something similar 

when I was growing up. I think everyone’s destined to find younger gen-

erations irritating and rude. It’s human nature to dislike the thing you 

don’t understand. But personally, I remember how stupid I was when 

I was a kid and didn’t know anything, so I think I’ll give the “youths” a 

break.
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It’ll be a good forty minutes before I reach my stop, so I start to pull 

out my notebook. It’s just a place to scribble down my thoughts. I have 

quite a lot of them, and not too many people to share them with; I 

figure if I write them down, they won’t overflow onto acquaintances. 

I’ve always carried a notebook along with me, since I was young. The act 

of writing down my thoughts seems like a kind of therapy, I’d imagine. 

Maybe if people paused and scribbled a little more, they wouldn’t need 

to pay hundreds of dollars to talk to some stranger… But, as I said, I try 

not to judge too much. At least not outside the pages of my notebook.

But right as I begin scribbling about something overly existential, 

my attention is pulled by a familiar click. I search the car for the source 

of the sound, and finally find it. A young woman in beautiful high heels, 

a flowing skirt, and a curtain of auburn curls is clicking down the aisle, 

attracting every eye. She moves with such grace that I’d think she were 

floating if it weren’t for the click click click of those beautiful, black heels.

They were the kind of heels that made your feet ache dully the whole 

evening you wore them, but never let you stumble as you sambaed on a 

hot summer night. I remember still, the ache of my arches, the blisters 

on my heels, and the hot breath of my Brazilian dance partner, as he 

taught me how to dance. Even still, all these years later, I occasionally 

dream in Portuguese, remembering my stay in São Paulo.

I watched the girl negotiate her path through the standing passen-

gers, sashaying past them, lightly clasping the handholds, moving 

her hips in a way that made the skirt twist out around her. She found 

her seat, three rows down and to the left, a seat that faced me. As she 

reached down into her bag, her long hair fell in her face. It is a frustra-

tion I remember well.

Before my hair lost its vibrancy, I too wore it long, letting it wind 

down my back. As a child, my mother tied it tightly in a braid that fell 

past my waist, but as I grew older, I let my hair free, enjoying the feel of 

it brush across my shoulders. And when I became sick, when it started 

ashed down the drain, I dyed it an ugly black color so I wouldn’t miss it 

so much. When I finally shaved it off, I found a new sort of freedom in 

the smoothness of my scalp, and it made me feel like this might be a
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kind of beauty too. I got better and it grew back, but it was not quite the 

same. I suppose I shouldn’t have expected it to.

After several minutes of rifling, the girl finally grasped something 

square and worn from her purse. After a moment, I recognized it as a 

notebook, much like the one sitting in my own lap. I watched her for a 

moment as she began her own scribbling, frantically at times and then 

gingerly, carefully—as if each and every move of her pen was significant.

My grandmother gave me a notebook when I was twelve, and with 

it said that the most important part of growing up was remembering. 

She told me that I was to remember the good things as well as the bad 

and keep them with me. I wondered if this young woman scribbled for a 

similar reason.

I don’t know how much time passed, but before I knew it, the young 

woman rose from her seat and clicked right off the train and into a 

crowd of other commuters. I turned back to my own notebook. I had a 

few more stops to go and a bit more time to scribble.



Relent (2017)
Kayla Conyer
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Oil on canvas, 48”x 36”

Themes of strangers passing and sharing spaces are conveyed through a 

crowded BART scene. Black painted over found canvas creates an uneven 

painting surface which helps distort the facial features of passengers. 

Of the painting, Edrielle says, “Distorted and unfinished faces express 

the anxiety I feel as I paint and am reminded of past BART experiences. 

As someone who enjoys painting portraits, I find myself drawn to the 

faces of fellow BART riders. I can sympathize with their tired and worn 

faces. Studying their grim frowns and furrowed brows, other details 

such as what they wear and bags they hold become less important. There 

is so much to convey about a person with their face and so I choose to 

omit details that disinterest me, hence the lack of detail in the figures’ 

clothing. When I commute, I see a sea of faces—strangers that reflect 

emotions that I can relate to. However, these strangers aren’t permanent 

fixtures in my life; they seem to disappear once the train ride ends. An 

endless sea of people drifting in and out of each other’s lives. Therefore, 

the bodies we pass by seem to pass through us, unnoticed and so easily 

ignored. Commuting is strange in the way people do or don’t recognize 

one another’s existence.”

Edrielle creates at home and at school and receives much of her 

inspiration from daily life. Fascinated with the human figure and 

color, Edrielle’s work uses facial expressions and color theory to convey 

meaning. She also has started a series of gestural abstract works. Edrielle 

uses art to represent and vent her anxieties and fears in a visual way, 

as seen in the gestural and bold brushwork in both her figurative and 

abstract works. Her ongoing series embodies the social frustrations after 

years of riding on BART. She captures the unwanted stares, lack of privacy, 
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proportions.
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influences the way a viewer sees and interprets the piece. She wants viewers 

to look carefully at her art and come to their own conclusions—and fears a 

title would limit the ideas people draw. 

More of Edrielle’s work can be found on her website, ebelisario.weebly.com, 
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