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We would like to recognize that while we gather at Cal State University 
East Bay located in Hayward, California, we are gathered on the eth-
no-historic tribal territory of the intermarried Jalquin (hal-keen) / Yrgin 
(eer-gen) Chochenyo-Ohlone-speaking tribal group, who were the direct 
ancestors of some of the lineages enrolled in the Muwekma Ohlone 
Tribe of the San Francisco Bay Area, and who were missionized into 
Missions San Francisco, Santa Clara, and San José.

The present-day Muwekma Ohlone Tribe, with an enrolled Bureau 
of Indian Affairs documented membership of over 600 members, is 
comprised of all of the known surviving Indian lineages aboriginal 
to the San Francisco Bay region who trace their ancestry through the 
Missions San José, Santa Clara, and San Francisco, during the advent 
of the Hispano-European empire into Alta California beginning in 
AD 1769. They are the successors and living members of the sovereign, 
historic, previously Federally Recognized Verona Band of Alameda 
County, now formally known as the Muwekma Ohlone Tribe of San 
Francisco Bay Area. Muwekma means “La Gente—The People” in their 
traditional Chochenyo-Ohlone language.

The land on which Cal State University East Bay in Hayward 
has been established was and continues to be of great importance 
and significance for the Muwekma Ohlone Tribal people. This re-
gion extends to surrounding areas that held several Túupentaks 
(too-pen-tahks), also known as Temescals: traditional semi-subterra-
nean spiritual roundhouses. Túupentaks were places of celebrations, 
healing, rituals, dances, intertribal feasts, and religious ceremonies. 
Nearby ancestral heritage “shellmound sites,” such as those located 
at Máyyan Šáatošikma—Coyote Hills, Berkeley, and Emeryville, 
served as the Muwekma Ohlone Tribe’s territorial monuments and 
traditional cemetery sites for high lineage families, craft specialists, 
and fallen warriors.

tribal land 
acknowledgment

Jalquin / Yrgin Ancestral Muwekma Ohlone Territory



The region surrounding the City of Hayward, and Cal State 
University East Bay, is where many of their ancestral heritage cemetery 
and village sites are located. These localities are viewed as special and 
sacred places, and we respectfully acknowledge that they had been pre-
viously settled and owned by the ancestral Muwekma Tribal groups for 
many thousands of years. The location of the nearby Fairmont County 
Hospital was the place of one of the Tribe’s major rancherias called 

“The Springs,” during the middle-late 1800s where their families planted 
various crops and raised cattle. Today, the Muwekma Ohlone work as 
stewards for many of their 10,000-year-old ancestral heritage village 
and cemetery sites.

As mentioned before, the City of Hayward is established within their 
ancestral Jalquin / Yrgin Ohlone Tribal ethnohistoric territory, which 
based upon the unratified federal treaties of 1851 – 1852, includes the 
unceded ancestral lands of the Muwekma Ohlone Tribe of the San 
Francisco Bay Area. Missions San Francisco and San José records doc-
ument that many of the enrolled Muwekma lineages are directly de-
scended from the Jalquin / Yrgin Chochenyo Ohlone-speaking tribal 
groups, as well as from neighboring Ohlone tribes.

It is important that we not only recognize the history of the land of 
the Jalquin / Yrgin on which we gather to learn and participate, but also 
recognize that the First People of this region—the Muwekma Ohlone 
People—are alive and thriving members of the Hayward and broader 
Bay Area communities today.

Even though their tribe was denied a land base when it was first 
federally recognized, it is because of the tenacity and strength of their 
ancestors and elders that their People have been able to maintain their 
traditions and keep their culture and language alive. Furthermore, the 
Muwekma Ohlone families have never left their indigenous ancestral 
lands. Today they repair the sustained damages of over 251 years of col-
onization. They are focused on keeping their traditional culture strong, 
while they work for a bright and favorable future for their children, as 
they follow in the footsteps of their ancestors.

We respectfully request that the good citizens of the City of Hayward 
and surrounding Towns strive to be faithful stewards on behalf of the 
Muwekma Ohlone Tribe by maintaining the bay, freshwater ways, na-
tive plants, animal habitats, and the air we all breathe. Furthermore, we 
request that the City of Hayward and surrounding Towns honor the 
military service of the Muwekma men and women who have honorably 
served overseas during World War I, World War II, Korea, Vietnam, 



Desert Storm, and Iraq, and who are still serving in the United States 
Armed Forces today; and honor the tribal veterans and service mem-
bers from California, North and South America.

In closing, it is of great importance to acknowledge the significance 
of this Holše Warep (hol-sheh wah-rehp) – Beautiful Land to the indige-
nous Muwekma Ohlone People of this region. We ask everyone who 
attends or visits Cal State University East Bay in Hayward to be re-
spectful of the aboriginal lands of the Muwekma Ohlone People, and 
consistent with their principles of community and diversity strive to be 
good stewards on behalf of the Muwekma Ohlone Tribe, on whose land 
you are their guests. Aho!
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DEAR READER,

Welcome to Issue 38 of Cal State East Bay’s Occam’s Razor! I can assure 
you that it is like no other issue that has come before.

First of all, Issue 38 is technically the only one to have been created 
entirely online—last year we were able to have a grand total of one 
in-person team meeting before the COVID pandemic forced us all into 
shelter-in-place.

Secondly, you will notice as you read through these pieces that many 
of them share an unintended, but unavoidable, common bond. Many of 
our writers felt compelled to write about the isolation, confusion, fear, 
and occasional glimmers of hope that were so present in this past year 
of crisis. You will notice, I am sure, that many of the feelings expressed 
eerily reflect your own.

Finally, you will see that in a year in which the whole world felt like 
it was starting from scratch, our team of editors decided to throw out 
the rule book. While previous issues have consisted solely of the win-
ners of our English department’s annual writing contests, this year we 
decided to widen our scope. Not only were we lucky enough to have 
our usual runs of the R. V. Williams Fiction Contest, our Flash Contest, 
and our Creative Nonfiction Contest, but our team also took on the task 
of creating an open submission call and carefully curating a selection 
of editor’s picks for each genre. This call was not limited to current stu-
dents of East Bay, and you will find a number of pieces in this magazine 
from alumni, or from creative individuals from outside our university 
bubble. In a year in which isolation played such a heavy role, we felt it 
necessary to welcome all writers and artists to share their work.

While so much about this issue is entirely new, much remains the 
same. Occam’s Razor has always been made possible by the care and 
dedication of amazing, imaginative people, and I am proud to say 
that this year was no different. I’d like to thank our overseeing advi-
sor, Professor Trinie Dalton, who inspired us to work beyond our per-
ceived limitations. I’d like to thank every professor in the departments 
of English and Art who I know firsthand have given so many students 
the confidence to tell their own stories, and to help share the stories of 

editor’s note
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others. And from the bottom of my heart, I’d like to thank our contest 
judges, Donald Quist and Porochista Khakpour. 

Most importantly, I cannot thank our team of editors enough. To our 
design editor, Allen Jang, thank you for actually compiling the vessel 
that all of these pieces are stored in. This would not exist without you. 
To my managing editors, Skyler Ramirez and Girelle Dizon, thank you 
for being there when the many tasks that go into compiling a maga-
zine grew overwhelming, and for instilling your passion into every-
thing you do. To the rest of my editing crew—which included Regine 
Abrigo, Casey Bolls, Cynthia Garcia, Lindsey Halfen, Isabel Poquiz, 
Katherine M. Wenceslao Soto, Jimmy Tamimi, and Ellen Zavala—thank 
you for your dedication. Thank you for reading through so many 
pieces, thank you for your vision, and thank you for sitting with me 
for hours-long Zoom meetings while we combed through each and 
every sentence, trying to do these stories justice. It only occurs to me 
as I write this that there are many of you I have never met in the flesh, 
and yet I consider you all my friends. I am so grateful for each of you, 
as are our readers.

Thank you, finally, to the writers and artists who created the works 
you are about to enjoy. This is for you.

WITH GRATITUDE,
Emma Mundorff, Editor-in-Chief



firstprize / r. v. williamsfictioncontest

“Bumigay ang puso niya.”
That’s what one of my titas said passing by. It feels so different hear-

ing how my dad died in another language. My dad did have a heart at-
tack and died, but in Tagalog, it sounds like his heart gave up. And that 
scares me, thinking that at any time, my heart will give up, just like that.

Anyways, I find it hard to believe my dad needed a heart to survive. 
I always thought he was operating without one. I actually thought his 
heart died years ago, and that was justification for him leaving me and 
my mom when I was just ten. Twelve years later, I’m still pretty damn 
sore about it.

I haven’t seen his new kids yet. I just haven’t had the time to meet the 
kids my dad chose to have over me. I might just be dramatically bitter, 
but I think I have the right to be. My dad left me and my mom when I 
was ten, probably the worst timing if I’m being goddamn honest. He 
couldn’t wait a couple more years? He couldn’t have decided to pack 
his bags a little later? I would’ve understood things a lot better if I was 
at least sixteen. He also couldn’t have left when I was too young to 
remember him? You can’t leave a ten-year-old, they won’t understand 
what they did wrong.

Years later, I still don’t understand what I did wrong. I mean look at 
me, I’m twenty-two-years-old and I still can’t tie a damn tie. I’ve been 
struggling with getting the knot right, but I keep getting lost close to 
the end, and I can’t remember what the YouTube video told me to do.

Thinking I can have another go at it, I start walking to the bathroom, 
hand clutching onto the five-dollar tie I bought just for this occasion. 
That’s when Tito Rui appears in front of me as family members often 
do. Appearing, disappearing, just a bunch of family magic tricks that 
my dad’s side of the family is really good at.

Unfortunately, one of the skills you learn when attending these gath-
erings is how to pretend to be glad to see someone.

Sorry, I Don’t Speak, 
But I Understand

Arthur Arboleda
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“Uncle Rui! It’s been so long, I missed you.” My first lie of the night. 
“Gabe, you’ve grown so much, I’m so glad you could’ve made it,” he 

says, bringing me in for a hug. His grasp has a devastating kind of 
gravity to it, and I’m forced to hug him whether I really want to or not.

He lets go and puts a hand on my shoulder as he towers over me. 
He looks at me, squinting his eyes, pacing up and down. Or, well, just 
down and up; I’m 5′5″. Height wasn’t something my dad could’ve af-
forded to give me, apparently.

“You look just like him when he was this age, you know that?”
I scratch the back of my head because I don’t know how to take 

compliments. So I just scratch the back of my head, hoping to dig out 
an appropriate response or something like that. “Really?” I say, “I 
wouldn’t really know, we didn’t have any of his family photos with 
me or Mom.”

He frowns and says, “I’ll see if I can get you a photo or two, you look 
just like him. You gotta see it.”

I wonder what it’s like, to attend your brother’s funeral, knowing he’s 
gone forever, and just seeing his mini-me walking around. I wonder if 
anyone’s even asked him how he’s been doing. I mean, a lot of the sym-
pathy instantly goes to his wife and children, but Arturo wasn’t just a 
father or a husband; he was a brother, too.

“Hey, Tito, how have you been holding up?”
Tito Rui, like my dad, is quite tall. This man towers at what I think is 

about six feet. I’m not quite sure. I’m 5′5″, so everything’s just a lot bigger 
to me. Even though my uncle is huge, that’s not even mentioning his 
wild hair. His hair, gray, wild, and curly, demands its own space. And 
his voice, God, his voice. His laugh would fill the entire house from 
what I could remember. I remember going to bed while he and my dad 
spent the night drinking, and I would feel the vibrations of his laugh 
through the ceiling and my floor. It always made me want to know 
what was said that made him laugh that loud.

At this moment, despite his sheer size and presence, I’ve never seen 
my uncle so small. I mean, what was I doing asking someone how they 
were doing at a goddamn funeral. “Don’t worry about me, Gabe, I’ll be 
fine,” he says, faking a warm smile. “If anyone needs to be checked up 
on, it’s with Grace and her kids.”

“I’ll make sure to say hi before I go,” I lie again. I really don’t want 
to meet the kids my dad left to go make. My mom’s mentioned Grace 
before, but only in quick, brief, painful moments. That’s why I don’t 
like asking her about them; it sucks out a bit of her every time she does. 
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People just learned to stop telling her things about what her ex-husband 
was doing, and I think it was for the best.

“Anyways,” my uncle says looking around to end the conversation, “if 
you need anything, Gabe, please don’t hesitate, alright?”

Then I remember why I was pacing to the bathroom in the first place.
“Actually,” I say as I’m pulling out the embarrassing red dead snake 

that is my tie, “could you help me out?”
My uncle stares at the red mess and laughs.
He takes it and gets to work, first wrapping the tie around me, then 

quickly folding and weaving the tie in and out of itself.
“You know, I didn’t know how to tie one of these either?” he says, 

doing a pretty good job if I say so myself.
“And then you watched some YouTube tutorials, right?”
“No, your dad always did mine for me,” he laughs.
He’s finishing up now, pulling the tie through its finishing knot. 

Oh no, it’s too tight. “I’m actually surprised your dad never taught 
you this.”

Yeah, well that ass never made the time to teach me anything, I say in my 
head. “Yeah, he was just so busy all the time, always working hard,” I 
actually say. My uncle takes one last look at me, and smiles.

“Okay, Gabe, I gotta get going. I’ll see you later and I’ll call you up 
when it’s your turn to speak, alright?”

“Oh yeah, of course, I’m totally ready,” I lie again.
They had asked my mom to say something, but I didn’t think it was 

best for her to come, knowing how a lot of my titas and titos could get. 
Chismosa is pretty rabid in our culture, funeral or not.

My uncle quickly hugs me again, and gets going to whatever he was 
faking to end the conversation.

I speed walk to the bathroom, dodging just a handful of people 
to get in.

The tie is so goddamn tight, but I can’t help but like the way it looks. I 
try tugging down on the long end, but that only makes it tighter. I reach 
back onto my collar, dig my fingers under the tie, and try widening it 
a bit. It loosens just a bit, but still has a grip on me. Did my uncle tie 
the knot wrong? Or did he just do it right, and my dad’s knots sucked?

My phone starts ringing, so I put off fixing the tie for now. I pull 
out my phone and it’s my mom calling me. I slide the icon to the left 
and I walk into one of the stalls, lock the door, and slump down onto 
the toilet.

“Nak?” Mom asks, “You there?
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“Yeah, yeah, Nay, I’m fine, what’s up?”
“I just wanted to check in on you since I dropped you off.”
I laugh a bit because that was just thirty minutes ago, but I have 

to appreciate the sentiment. “I mean, I just got here, but thanks for 
checking in.”

Mom is someone who always learns from everything. I don’t mean 
just school either; she’s the kind of person that learns in order to survive. 
When she immigrated here by herself, she learned what she needed to 
in order to survive. When she fell in love with Arturo, she learned from 
him without him really teaching anything to her. She learned to love 
his quietness and learned to cherish whatever he gave her, no matter 
how small. When she had me, she learned how to be a mother, not just 
because she had to, but because she loved me. When Dad left, she had 
to learn how to survive again, for her and for me. But now he’s dead, 
and I’m not sure what she has to learn from this, but knowing her, she’ll 
survive, just like she always has.

“Nak,” she says, more concerned, “it’s not too late for me to pick you 
up if you don’t want to be there anymore.”

I laugh and look around a bit, self-conscious because no one should 
be laughing at a funeral. “Nay, don’t worry. I’m just going to fake some 
speech, show everyone we’re doing fine, and then you can pick me up.”

My mom sighs, “Sige na, mag ingat lang.”
I’m not sure what I have to be careful of at a funeral.

“Alright, Nay, I’ll call you later when we’re done, okay?”
“’Kay, Gabe, mahal kita,” she says.
“Alright, I love you too, Nay,” I say in English because I’m not used to 

saying it to her in Tagalog. I’m not sure why, but it just seems different 
saying it in Tagalog. The screen goes to black and I’m alone again.

I open up the Notes app on my phone and start typing. I’m pretty 
comfortable with writing so this should be pretty easy. I’m not the best 
at technical writing, but I do a lot of creative writing. I don’t think I 
have to make it very long anyways; eulogies are usually short. Just go 
up, have a small cry, say some soft words, say my goodbyes, and get 
picked up by Mom. Easy.

The best thing about being a fiction writer is that I can make shit up 
pretty well. “My father was a good man. Although he left me halfway, the 
seeds he planted in my life grew into lifelong lessons. He taught me to be re-
spectable, thoughtful, and hard-working. Although he left somewhere between 
then and now, his small chapter in my life was a formidable one. I’ll never 
forget the things my dad taught me …”
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I trail off as I try thinking of the things my dad has taught me. If the 
tie thing was proof to anything, it’s that my dad wasn’t really here, and 
when he was it wasn’t the best. Oh wait; there was the time I learned 
how to ride a bike. Classic father and son story. We were at our apart-
ment still, and I remember him coming home with the bike. I remember 
being really happy until my mom and dad started yelling. I remember 
him yelling, “I got him the fucking bike, what else do you want?” I 
remember … he didn’t teach me how to ride it at all. I remember a neigh-
bor my age coming out of his apartment with his bike. I remember him  
taking me to the basketball courts nearby so he can teach me.

I look at what I’ve written, that already small paragraph, and delete 
that last sentence. Then I stare at that little cursor, blinking back and 
forth, realizing that I’m breathing as fast as it’s coming in and out. It 
feels like I might be having a panic attack, I don’t know, I’ve never really 
had one before. I’ll just go outside and eat a bit, it’s probably that.

I pocket my phone and head outside. I’m pacing towards the table 
with food. Logically, I just need some food to get the brain working, 
then I can get some bullshit words out. There’s a lot more people in 
the building now than before. Everyone’s greeting each other and it’s a 
whole bunch of people I don’t know. This also means I’m bound to talk 
to someone I don’t want to.

I find the table with food, but there’s a goddamn line to get to it. I 
could just wait it out. I decide to wait in line; they can’t start the 
eulogies until everyone’s settled in, right? I’m looking around for 
people I need to be avoiding as I don’t want to start any unneces-
sary conversations. There’s a small list of titas and titos I avoid, and 
thankfully I haven’t seen much of them since Dad left. It wouldn’t 
be good for me or my anxiety if I ran into a conversation I don’t 
want to have.

That’s when I spot the bar across the room. No line. Some liquid 
courage could really get the brain going. Or it could honestly just screw 
me up even more. No, the best and most responsible thing to do is wait 
for food and type something out while I’m waiting in line.

Then the baby in front of me grabs my attention. With her mom un-
aware, she’s totally fixated on me, smiling. I love kids, so I make a super 
pouty face back at her. Oh, she absolutely loves it. She’s clapping and 
laughing, so I keep going. I make other faces that I’m sure my other 
relatives made to me, probably ingrained somewhere in there. Then 
I start doing small dance moves. Oh jeez, this baby probably doesn’t 
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even know what dancing is, and I’m blowing her mind. If this wasn’t 
a funeral, I swear I’d be the life of the party.

Then she starts reaching for me, in the cute little way that babies 
think they’re huge. Not wanting to invade the mom’s personal space, 
I stay my distance, but I wave to the baby. Now she’s really trying to 
reach for me, and I try making more faces to calm her down. Then she 
points at me.

“Daddy!” she says to my horror.
The funny faces are gone.

“It’s Daddy,” she says again, getting the attention of her mother.
Then my absolute fears are confirmed when the mom turns.

“Oh my god, Gabe! There you are.”
It’s her. The woman my dad left us for, Grace.
She looks like how my mom looked when dad left. I don’t mean that 

in the way of looking alike; if anything, this woman is the opposite of 
how my mother looks. She’s considerably taller, less petite, long wavy 
hair adding to her frame. But her eyes look like my mother’s when Dad 
left. I can recognize what the nights of crying can do to someone’s eyes. 
I push down the shock in order to reply properly.

“Hello, Grace. You look great today.”
“Thank you Gabriel, but we don’t need to lie today.”
Shocked by this, my mouth leans open, not knowing how to reply.

“I know I look like an absolute mess, but I thank you for being kind,” 
she says, almost warmly.

She looks me up and down. Well, since I’m shorter, she just looks 
down and up. Recognizing that gesture from my Uncle Rui, I already 
know what she’s going to say. “My God, you really do look like your 
father, don’t you.”

“Thanks, I’ve been hearing that a lot today …”
She faces her child to me, gently grasps her wrist with two fingers, 

and waves to me. “Say hi to your Uncle Gabe,” she says in a delicate and 
soft voice. The baby’s eyes light up in a way that’s contagious, thank-
fully adding some breathing room in an otherwise awkward situation. 
But in all honesty, meeting the other woman wasn’t so bad. She’s at least 
kind to me. “Now she knows two people named Gabe.”

The wind is almost knocked out of me. What does she mean two 
Gabes? Is there some long distant cousin I haven’t met yet?

“I’m sorry,” I start, “what do you mean two Gabes?”
She looks confused at first, as if I was supposed to know this by now, 

but then the sorry look after realizing something washes over her.
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“I’m so sorry, I thought news would just pass over to you. I’m sur-
prised your mom never told you.” She points over to a table filled 
with people. I can’t see what I’m supposed to be looking at but then 
I find him. It’s the same messy hair that confirms it for me. That’s my 
other half-sibling.

“He named our first son Gabriel,” she says so casually. So damn 
casually. My whole body tenses from hearing this. I can feel my tear 
ducts getting warm, but I fight back the sensation to cry. No way I’m 
fucking crying at his funeral.

“I’m so sorry, but I need to go get something really quick, but it was 
very nice meeting you,” I say as I lose count of how many lies I’ve told 
today. I turn and start walking, but I turn around really quickly to ask 
one last thing.

“I’m so sorry, I didn’t even get her name,” I say grabbing her hand 
with two fingers. “Well, he named Gabe, so I named her Denise.”

I smile at Grace, then at Denise.
“It was very nice meeting you too, Denise.”
The baby smiles back at me, probably not knowing how much pain 

her and her brother’s existence cause me. But it’s not their fault. I give 
another faint wave to her before turning away. I start walking over to 
the bar across the room. It’s a lot harder to maneuver around because 
the room has finally filled up. People are starting to take their seats 
with their food. They might start at any moment.

I’m greeted by the bartender, who honestly could be the only person 
here who doesn’t care what’s happening right now. I wonder how you 
get a job for something like this? Bartender for a funeral? 

“You guys got tequila?” I ask, getting to the point. 
“Yeah, but only well.” 
“Yeah, that’s fine, can I get a double neat, please?” 
The tiny glass is quickly prepped in front of me and he begins pour-

ing. I know this isn’t the best thing to do right now, but what would be? 
I pull out my phone again to try and type any kind of bullshit my mind 
comes up with. I just need something acceptable and I’m fine. My finger 
hovers on top of the keyboard, ready to send—when all of a sudden, my 
uncle’s voice, Rui, gains everyone’s attention.

“Mga kaibigan at pamilya! Thank you for coming to celebrate 
my brother’s life. Nice to see a whole lot of you were able to make 
it. Now let’s please make it to our seats so we can start honoring 
my brother.”
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I forget about writing anything down, and instinctively—I don’t like 
being wasteful—I quickly down the two shots of tequila. I slam the shot 
glass down, wipe my lips a bit, and find a seat.

I don’t know who I’m sitting next to, I just made it a point to not sit 
next to Grace. I look to my left; old relative, probably. I look to my right, 
same thing. If I could sit next to anyone, I probably would’ve sat next to 
Uncle Rui, but he’s up there, running this thing.

Fittingly, he’s the first to go. The small hurt uncle I was talking to just 
minutes ago is gone. He talks about his favorite moments with Dad. He 
talks about how easy he was to talk to, and I have a hard time believ-
ing that. My dad barely spoke to me, his own son. I spend the most of 
Rui’s speech really trying to imagine my dad being kind and attentive 
like he’s describing him. I search my memory banks for brief instances, 
zephyrs of when my dad was anything close to what Rui is describing. 
Rui starts to cry a little, but in the way that is almost expected of every-
one when someone they know dies, just a little bit, enough to show tears. 

Rui returns to the podium on the side and starts addressing the next 
couple of speakers. I don’t know who some of these people are, but 
these guys are bullshit. This skinny-looking guy with his hair parted 
down the middle claims to be one of my dad’s closest friends. First of 
all, my dad didn’t have friends, he had people of interest. Two, he said 
the same thing Rui said about my dad. He went on about how kind he 
was, how selflessness was so important to him. Is everyone forgetting 
that the kid he abandoned at age ten is sitting right here?

Two more people go up to speak, but I tune them out. I’m having a 
bit of a hard time keeping focus. I don’t really think a double shot is 
enough to get me faded this fast, but I remembered I totally didn’t eat. I 
use my hand to wipe my forehead and realize I’m sweating. I only start 
sweating when I’m drinking if I have a bad reaction with the alcohol. 
It’s not a crazy allergic reaction, I just have a harder time keeping my 
breathing under control and I do get really red. I pull out my phone 
to check how red I am on my camera, but when I unlock my phone I 
realize I don’t really have anything to say. I start typing more but then 
I hear my name called up next.

In a sweaty and panicked motion, my head jerks up to see they’ve 
called the other Gabe. This is the first time I’ve been able to get a good 
look at him. He looks like he’s about ten and has the messy curly 
hair, but other than that, he looks nothing like Dad. He looks nothing 
like me, but we have the same name, given by the same asshole dad. 
Maybe after this funeral we can connect and bond over our mutual 
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trauma over our neglectful dad. This Gabe looks like he’s about to cry, 
and I’m just imagining all of the horrible things he must’ve endured 
with our dad.

Before he can even say a word, he’s sobbing. Other than that, the 
room is dead quiet and we’re sitting uncomfortably with the sounds of 
a wailing young boy moving in between all of us.

“Mahal na mahal ko ang tatay ko,” Gabriel says through his tears. Just 
like that, he says he loved our dad in Tagalog, something I never even 
thought about saying. When was the last time I’ve told anyone I loved 
them, in Tagalog nonetheless?

Gabriel composes himself and starts his obituary. And I can’t un-
derstand a thing. I don’t know if he’s talking too fast, or because the 
alcohol is making it hard to focus, but everything he says is a blur and I 
can’t understand a thing. I know he starts telling a story about him and 
Dad because his tone and mannerisms changed. He’s setting the story 
up and finishes it up with what I can imagine as a punchline because 
everyone laughs at the end. I’m sitting in the middle of a joke that I don’t 
understand, but somehow I feel like everyone’s laughing at me. My face 
starts to feel warm, it could be because of the alcohol, or embarrassment, 
maybe even both.

Gabriel sits down, and Rui motions for me to come up next. Really? 
They’re having both of us go back to back after another?

I quickly get up and I’m bombarded by dozens of pairs of eyes, be-
longing to people I don’t know.

I pull out my phone and to read what I was able to get down and 
hopefully I can just freestyle the rest. Immediately I can feel judged for 
having my obituary for my dad written in my phone instead of memo-
rizing it like everyone else. Not only that, but I’m not going to say any of 
this in Tagalog. I know they’re going to start whispering to each other 
once I start speaking. They’ll say things like, “Oh what a shame this kid 
never learned Tagalog. Maybe he’s not even really his son.”

The tie that Rui did earlier starts choking me a bit more. It feels 
like it’s gotten tighter somehow. It’s really getting harder for me 
to get breaths in. The faster I finish this, the sooner I can get this 
damn tie off.

“Hi, if you guys don’t know me, I am also Gabe,” I say, awkwardly wav-
ing hello. I don’t get a response. I was hoping someone would have 
laughed because it’s hilarious that our dad had to recycle our names. I 
know if this wasn’t a funeral I’d be laughing my ass off at this.
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“I can’t believe our dad gave us the same names,” I laugh, while 
pointing to the second Gabe. “I mean, can you imagine how hard of a 
time Dad probably would’ve had separating us two?”

That one actually gets a laugh from someone all the way in the cor-
ner and it actually makes me feel better, so I keep going.

“I mean, it’s not like Dad actually came to see me after he left, so that 
wouldn’t really have been a problem, huh.”

I hear a gasp instead of a laugh this time, and I don’t think that was 
a good thing to say. So I just start reading what I wrote.

“My father was a good man,” I say, way too sarcastically than I mean. 
“Although he left me when I was around ten years old, at least the 
other Gabe was able to get three extra years from him.” Oh, I probably 
shouldn’t have said that. People are giving me angry stares, some of 
them motioning for me to sit back down.

Uncle Rui comes beside me and puts his arm on my shoulder again, 
probably to get me off the podium, but I shake it off.

“Wait, I’m not done. I need to finish it. If I don’t I’ll never be able to 
say it and he’ll never know.” I don’t know when I started crying, but I 
am. It’s probably the damn tequila. “I didn’t know Dad like all of you 
did. He didn’t take me out on Sunday trips, he didn’t teach me how to 
tie a tie, and hell, he didn’t teach me how to speak Tagalog either. He 
didn’t do a lot of things.” This is where I should say something nice in 
opposition of this sentence, but I don’t think I will.

“And it’s not fucking fair that he left me and my mom and gave ev-
eryone else what we should’ve had.”

“Ang bastos!” someone yells from the crowd. I don’t know what that 
means, so I put the mic close to my mouth, and mockingly repeat it. 

“Ang bastos!” I yell back. Something huge grabs me from behind and 
starts walking me to the exit. I’m plopped down once I’m outside and I 
turn to see it’s Rui. I can’t read him, but I’m pretty sure he’s pissed off. 
I start to wonder if he’ll punch me for what I just did. I didn’t mean to 
say all that, I promise.

“THAT WAS NOT OKAY, GABE.”
He’s louder when I’m drunk.

“I’m sorry,” I say. Rui’s face softens just a bit, but then I finish.
“I’m sorry I didn’t get all the great stories everyone else was able to 

tell. I just got all the shitty ones where he yelled at me, left, and named 
another kid after me.”

Rui is angry again. “You didn’t know him completely, he’s compli-
cated. He had his problems, but he was a good man.”
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I raise an eyebrow to Rui and ask, “Oh yeah, do you have some pic-
tures you have to show me?”

I quickly turn and start walking off and Rui says nothing else.
I text my mom to come pick me up at a liquor store nearby because I 

don’t want to give any of them the chance to yell at me.

I’m sitting on the curb at the liquor store when I see my mom’s car roll 
up. I stand up and she slows down in front of me.

I quickly open the door and sit down.
My nay takes one look at me and immediately knows something is 

wrong. The first thing she does is reach for my tie and take it off. I didn’t 
even realize how much I was holding my breath the whole time.

“Nak, what happened?”
I think about telling her everything that just happened, but I decide 

to save it for when we get home.
Instead, I reach for my mom’s hand and tell her, “Mahal kita.”
She looks at me seriously for a bit, and then giggles a little.

“What?” I laugh along with her.
“It’s okay, Nak, we’ll work on your Tagalog.”
She puts the car in drive and before she starts driving home she tells 

me, “Mahal din kita.”
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Hold Tight
Isabel Poquiz

Grace stepped into their little studio apartment, arms full of paint can-
vases and brushes. She dropped her things down on the floor and shut 
the door behind her, shaking out her cold hands.

“Honey, I’m home,” she said. Emma rolled her eyes with a smile.
“How domestic,” she replied, leaning in for a kiss. She watched as 

Grace made herself comfortable, kicking off her shoes and pulling off 
her gloves and hat. Her scarf got tangled in her short brown hair mo-
mentarily as she yanked at it, and she grunted and groaned in annoy-
ance until she was free. Emma watched in amusement. She’s beauty, she’s 
Grace, she thought fondly. Grace took off her worn denim jacket, tossing 
it on the arm of the couch, then flopped herself onto the bed next to 
Emma. Emma rolled over towards her lazily, smiling at the little splotch 
of purple paint under Grace’s jaw. She’d always come home with little 
bits of paint on her.

“Are we still getting Filipino food for dinner?” asked Grace. “I really 
wanna try that new place on Valencia.”

“Mmm, that sounds good,” Emma said. She stretched in the bed with 
an exaggerated yawn. “But not yet, I’m still sleepy.”

Half an hour later, they were dressed and leaving the apartment. They 
walked hand-in-hand down the three flights of stairs in their build-
ing, then down the sidewalk four more blocks to stand in line outside 
Señor Sisig. After they got their food, they found a table outside under 
some string lights in front of the building and sat down. As Emma 
ate, she admired the mural on the building across the street from the 
restaurant. It was a colorful depiction of the city, showing dozens 
of little figures marching across the Golden Gate Bridge. Some held 
signs saying “pride” or “love is love.” Pairs of men held hands as they 
marched; pairs of women did, too. A giant rainbow shone proudly 
above them all.
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On the walk home, Emma reached for Grace’s hand. She interlocked 
their fingers tightly, noting the bit of blue paint on her knuckle. She 
leaned her head onto Grace’s shoulder as Grace talked animatedly 
about the day she had.

“The kids were so sweet today. Little Mateo painted a flower and 
said it was for me. I’m thinking of getting some new brushes for the 
class. Ours are all beat up.” Emma hummed along in agreement, only 
half paying attention, content just listening to her voice as they made 
their way home.

A week later, they were getting ready to leave the apartment again. This 
time, they were dressed differently than usual. Emma looked less like 
her hippie self, in her dull cardigan and knee-length skirt, her long 
black waves tied in a half-up, half-down hairstyle. Grace was even 
more drastic. She had traded her faded, pin-decorated denim jacket for 
something more conservative—an ironed, button-down blue shirt with 
clean khaki pants. Emma thought she looked nice, she always looked 
nice, but less like herself today. Even her mood was off, with the tense-
ness and nervous energy she radiated. Emma preferred Grace wild and 
messy, paint-stained overalls and beaming smile.

“Do I look respectable enough?” Grace asked her, straightening her 
shirt in the mirror. “Less like a San Francisco lesbian?”

“Yes,” said Emma. “Your parents will approve. Although, having me 
there as your girlfriend will make your gay bohemian side a little more 
obvious, I think.”

“Too bad. You’re not leaving me to the wolves.”
Wolves, indeed, thought Emma. Grace was “out” to her par-

ents, or, at least, “out” in the sense that she’d told them she loved 
women and they’d uncomfortably refused to acknowledge the 
fact since. Emma thanked God every day for her accepting fam-
ily, unable to imagine having it like Grace did. With parents unable 
to accept their own daughter, as if she was a different person now 
that they knew the truth. Still, Grace’s parents had agreed to let 
Emma come along to their family brunch today, so that was a step 
in the right direction.

Emma and Grace took the Amtrak train to Sacramento. Three and a 
half hours later, the two of them were in the backseat of a minivan 
with Grace’s family, on their way to the restaurant. Things had been 
going well so far. When the family had picked the girls up from the 
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train station, they hugged their daughter and offered Emma some kind 
of half-assed hello.

“Hi, Julie!” Emma had said brightly. “Dan, nice to see you guys again. 
Thanks for having me.”

“Emma,” was all Julie said with a tight smile. Dan had just awk-
wardly shaken her hand like they were golfing buddies. Now, they 
were driving through Placer County in silence to go someplace called 
La Provence. Emma felt Grace take a shuddering, nervous breath next 
to her and they made eye contact. Emma grasped her hand soothingly, 
running a thumb across her knuckles and smirking at the flecks of 
green and yellow paint leftover on her skin.

When they arrived at the restaurant, they climbed out of the minivan 
together and headed for the door. Grace’s two little brothers broke off 
from the rest and raced ahead through the parking lot. The restaurant 
was crowded. Emma disliked the formal, stuffy atmosphere. As they 
took their seats at the table, Emma felt Julie staring daggers at her.

“Do you mind not doing that?” she asked bluntly, gesturing at the 
girls. Emma realized her hand was still interlocked with Grace’s, rest-
ing casually on the white linen of the table. “I mean, you understand. 
People don’t take kindly to PDA around here, that’s all.” With that, Julie 
started talking to the waiter, ordering drinks for everyone. Grace and 
Emma pulled apart, stunned. Emma could see the hurt on Grace’s face, 
the way she shrunk into herself. Emma watched Julie carry on like 
nothing happened. It set her teeth on edge.

Brunch went somewhat smoothly after that as Dan and Julie made 
small talk about the girls’ life in the city. There was always the under-
tone of disapproval, of disdain in the way they responded. For instance, 
when they asked about Grace’s work and she spoke about her art, about 
working with the kids. Her love of her job was obvious, it could be 
heard in the adoring way she talked about teaching the kids and her 
joy in painting.

Her parents shut that down quickly, with Dan remarking “Must be 
hard to make rent on an art teacher’s salary though, isn’t it, Gracie? 
That’s the real world for ya, I suppose.” Across the table, Grace’s little 
brothers were throwing food at each other.

Julie seemingly couldn’t resist adding on, “A bachelor’s degree in art.” 
She laughed. “That’s what we get for letting you go to Berkeley, I guess. 
Damn liberals’ influence,” she joked. Julie then launched into a story 
about Grace ruining one of her nicest dresses with paint as a little girl. 
Under the table, Emma held tight to her hand again.
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They got through the rest of the day in a similar manner. Emma 
bit her tongue every time Dan or Julie said something offensive—like 
calling Emma “Grace’s friend”—then offered silent support to Grace, 
holding her hand in secret. That night they set up a bed for Emma 
downstairs on the couch as Grace slept upstairs in her childhood bed-
room. The next day, they were ready to go home. Though first, they 
had to get through one last day with the family. Luckily, everyone 
seemed to have plans in the early afternoon. Dan was going golfing, 
Julie had a hair appointment, and the boys had a playdate. Emma and 
Grace were left to their own devices, much to their relief, and they 
decided to borrow Julie’s car to go to the local farmer’s market. The 
market was bustling with people and Emma breathed in the outside 
air, that pleasant wet scent of the fresh produce and flowers being 
sold. She was relieved to be there alone with Grace for a moment. 
There was something soothing about the familiarity of just the two 
of them at the farmer’s market on a Sunday afternoon. Grace seemed 
more like herself, too.

“Babe, look,” Grace said pointing subtly to her left. Walking in the 
opposite direction, two women were shopping together holding hands. 
They were middle-aged, one with long dark hair and the other with a 
short, gray pixie cut. It was a surprise to see, given where they were. In 
the city, they held hands whenever they wanted, kissed when they felt 
like it. Here was different. But they were encouraged by the sight of the 
two older women walking hand-in-hand. Grace’s eyes twinkled as she 
smiled at Emma, offering her hand to hold.

They walked through the market under the white tents, browsing 
the stalls of produce, their hands clasped. Emma pointed out some ex-
pensive honey lavender soap, suggesting they buy it as a gift for Grace’s 
mother. Emma was happy, noticing the peaceful mood Grace was in. 
They started to leave the market, walking slowly through the park-
ing lot towards their car. A woman and her two young children were 
packing up their trunk a few spaces away. She glanced at them, doing 
a double-take at their interlocked hands. An angry look formed on her 
face. She turned and muttered to her children hatefully.

“Look at those lesbian girls holding hands. Nasty girls,” she scoffed 
quietly. Emma and Grace tensed as they passed by. “Disgusting. 
Lesbians go to hell, kids.” Grace whirled around furiously.

“Guess we’ll see you there, then!” she yelled, throwing her the bird 
as she walked backwards to the car. The woman gasped, appalled, 
and hurried the kids along. Grace and Emma’s peaceful aura was 
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gone. When they got back, Grace made excuses to her family and they 
went home early, eager to get the hell out of Grace’s small-minded 
hometown.

They had shaken off the bad memory of their visit two weeks later, 
back home in San Francisco. Emma noticed Grace had been down 
about the whole thing, but she seemed to slowly come back to herself 
the longer they were back home. Today was uneventful, the usual pat-
tern of going to work, coming back home, and deciding on dinner to-
gether. It was ordinary but never boring. Not when we’re together, Emma 
thought warmly. It was Friday, which meant they would go out for 
dinner tonight.

“What do you want to eat, Em? I chose the last two times. It’s your 
turn,” said Grace, pulling off her paint-stained Berkeley sweatshirt. 
Emma paused the TV, pulling Grace to sit next to her on the tiny yel-
low couch. Grace dropped neatly into Emma’s lap, tucking her ankles 
underneath her. Emma drew her in for a peck on the lips, seeing some 
paint at the tips of her hair. Orange today.

“Hmm …” Emma considered. “I don’t know about you but I could go 
for fast food. Like a really bad, greasy burger or a chicken sandwich.”

“Chick-fil-A?” asked Grace. Emma wrinkled her nose.
“Nah. Homophobes.”
“True. Classic Mickey D’s then?”
“Perfect,” she agreed.
They took an Uber to McDonald’s, figuring they’d just eat there so 

the food wouldn’t get too cold on the way home. Nothing was worse 
than cold McDonald’s fries. They sat next to each other in the little 
booth as they ate, Grace’s arm wrapped around Emma. Grace teased 
Emma for putting fries in her burger and Emma teased Grace for 
ordering nuggets like a five-year-old. They decided to take the BART 
train back since it was late and sketchy to walk so far at night. On 
the train, Grace reached for Emma’s hand, leaning her head onto her 
shoulder drowsily.

“My mom loved the soap, by the way,” said Grace. “She said to thank 
you. I think she likes you.” Emma gave her a skeptical look. “Okay, yeah. 
But, at the very least, she likes you as a person if not as my girlfriend.”

A group of five college-age boys walked onto their train, loud and 
obnoxious. They shoved and yelled at each other, very obviously drunk 
and impervious to the scene they were making. The testosterone level 
in the air was becoming unbearable.
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“What frat house did they crawl out of?” Emma muttered to Grace. 
The entangled position the girls were in caught the attention of one of 
the boys. He was blond, athletic-looking. He looked like he probably 
played lacrosse or football.

“Well, what do we have here?” he sneered. “Hey, Robbie. Check this 
out,” he said, waving to their clasped hands. Another athletic-looking 
guy walked over.

“Hot,” he remarked. Grace scoffed, sharing an irritated look with 
Emma. They were suddenly very aware that they were the only ones 
on this train. The rest of the group of guys had caught on and were 
looking the girls up and down predatorily.

“Hey, let’s see you girls kiss,” said one of them.
“Yeah,” the others chimed in, egging them on, their drunk cheers and 

laughter getting louder and louder.
“Kiss, kiss, kiss, kiss,” they chanted. Grace was livid.
“That’s not happening,” she said. “We’re not here for your fucking 

entertainment.” Her objection was met with loud booing.
“Aww, come on. Make our fantasies come true, ladies.” Grace got up, 

Emma clinging to her arm worriedly.
“Listen, asshole—” she started.
“Whoa, whoa,” the blond guy interrupted. “That isn’t very nice.” He 

shoved at Grace’s shoulder and she stepped back a little. Then, she 
launched herself at him, shoving hard. “Grace!” Emma shouted, trying 
to pull her back. But it was too late. The blond guy punched her hard 
in the face and the other boys descended on them as they fought back. 
Emma was in a state of bewildered panic, registering that she was being 
hit repeatedly, her jacket nearly ripped off her, but she kept fighting, 
kept trying to claw her way back to Grace. She caught sight of Grace’s 
body on the ground while pairs of feet kicked at her.

“Stop, please!” Emma screamed.
“Shut up, bitch,” responded one of the guys. The train slowly came to 

a halt as they arrived at the next station.
“Let’s get out of here,” said the blond guy. The group scurried off the 

train. Emma was dizzy. The floor spun beneath her as she crawled on 
her knees to Grace.

“Grace,” she cried, gently touching her arms and shoulders. “Baby, 
stay with me.” Grace’s face was beaten badly, eyes swollen. The whole 
left side of her face was flushed dark, already starting to bruise. She 
groaned quietly. Emma leaned over her, stroking her hair.

“You’re gonna be okay, I—I promise.” Tears were streaming down 
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Emma’s face. She needed to get help. She was aware of a wet feeling 
on the back of her head, soaking her hair. Blood? She wondered. Her 
hunch was confirmed as she felt a drop roll down the side of her head. 
She watched as it fell, hitting Grace’s cheek. The red drop bizarrely 
reminded Emma of paint on Grace’s skin. People started crowding 
around them and Emma heard shouts for help. She heard strangers’ 
shocked whispering, heard the footsteps of the cops entering the train, 
heard them calling on their radios for medical attention.

She held tightly to Grace’s hand.
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I came to the Pacific Ocean for one reason only: to break the 1,044 foot 
diving world record. At least, that’s how it was supposed to go. My two 
best friends, Pat and Mike, went with me to do their regular fishing 
routine. While they were doing their fishing routine, they would also 
monitor me while I was trying to break the record. At sea, I put on my 
scuba mask while Mike started fishing. Pat would spot my dive.

Making sure not to dive more than thirty feet per minute, I 
noticed in the epipelagic zone mackerel, anchovies, and salmon. I 
dreamed of seeing a goblin shark or a frilled shark, who lives between 
sixty and five thousand feet. At one hundred feet, I felt something 
watching me.

As the blue waters grew darker, a frilled shark undulated like an eel 
towards a squid, then lunged for its prey and swam away with its food. 
Regardless of my amazement, however, I had to keep focused.

At six-hundred feet, I was more than halfway there. Again I felt 
something big staring at me. All I saw was a giant rock, until I realized 
a terrifying truth … it was an eye. A massive frilled shark, two hundred 
feet long! They don’t usually prey on people, but this one looked like 
it could unhinge its mouth and eat me. As it stared at me, I felt like it 
was talking to me.

Its communication messaged without language, directly into my 
brain. It told me that “my people” refer to it as the Leviathan. Leviathan 
noticed my appreciation for frilled sharks and knew that I had no ill 
intentions, so he offered to share his secret world, in exchange for for-
feiting the diving record.

How did a frilled shark get so big, and how was it speaking to me?
Just as I was about to nod, Leviathan put his head under me, and I 

grabbed onto the slits on its neck; I think they were its gills. Leviathan 
almost knew what I was going to say before I did. It told me to be 

Leviathan
Jonathan Cuevas
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careful and that its skin was sensitive. It had hair cells to sense vibra-
tions and mechanical pressure. That’s how it could find its prey in the 
water, and all frilled sharks had this ability. We then departed from 
my diving spot.

Traveling through the ocean, we came across another giant squid. I saw 
the shark’s rows of razor-like teeth as he bit down on it. It sucked the 
squid into its mouth, like a black hole.

What else do you eat? I asked.
Cuttlefish, and octopi. My metabolism slows down in cold water, so I don’t 

need to feed as much.
As temperatures dipped, it began to move sluggishly.
How old are you? I asked.
We’ve been around for eighty-million years, but our life span is twenty-five.
I asked if it knew anything about the world that humans did not. It 

said it might, but they’re not sure how much since they have just been 
restricted to the deep waters.

It also told me there were different varieties of Chlamydoselachus an-
guineus; they inhabit several oceans. Maybe plate tectonics played a role 
in their migrations?

Leviathan would not respond to my question about population num-
bers. I changed the subject by asking how it was able to see so clearly in 
the water as it could hunt that squid so easily.

Our eyes have adapted over time. I can see in dark waters and I’m sensitive 
to light at sea level. Most likely, we will be forced to the ocean’s lower parts due 
to human impact.

It resented humanity for our involvement in the oceans’ deteriora-
tion. I felt bad for frilled sharks.

Back at the coastal shelf, we visited a cave where another frilled shark 
was mothering a dozen newborn frilled sharks. Frilled sharks are 
egglayers like other sharks, but their eggsacs hatch inside their mother’s 
uterus—so they birth live pups.

Setting out to hunt for its young, the mother shark and the pups 
following her were caught in a net. Leviathan grew angry, and I asked 
it to help me rescue her. Hurry, it said, she would not last long.

We dove under the trawler, where the fishermen had reeled in their 
net. I surfaced to talk to them, and discovered that it was my boat. Mike 
and Pat helped me up.

“Did you break the record?” they asked.
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“Where’s the net release?” I asked. I pulled the latch and set the 
fish free.

“Why did you do that?” they yelled.
“It’s a long story; let’s split,” I said.
They started up the boat, and we departed back to the shore.

Leviathan sent me one final message: The species is near threatened, and 
we avoid contact with people. Climate change and environmental damage is 
detrimental for all kinds of fish.

I understood its resentment toward humans now, and its desires 
to keep humans away. It was taking a risk to quell my curiosity and 
show me its way of life. It told me not to speak of its existence—and 
never to return.

I never did.



honorablemention / r. v. williamsfictioncontest

Amanda was applying a fresh coat of lipstick in the tiny, warped 
mirror we all shared in the break room of our bookstore. Today it was a 
burnt orange, a color she had presented to me and ironically-but-may-
be-not-ironically said, “Hashtag fall vibes.”

I sat with my chin in my hands and tried to muster up the mental 
energy for the shift we were about to start. I leaned over in my wobbly 
wooden chair and rested my head on the cushy headpiece of Billy, our 
Bookworm mascot who was stored in the cramped break room next to 
the rickety table we sat at. He was a lurid green worm with a red mo-
hawk, wide red eyes and a smile that showed off a full set of teeth that 
were deeply unsettling to see on an annelid. We didn’t bring him out 
often because he tended to scare off the kids, but he served as a great 
pillow for my many workplace naps. I snuggled up to him and watched 
as Amanda rubbed a smudge of orange lipstick from her front tooth, 
and I let out a sigh. When she didn’t react, I let out a louder, longer, in-
all-parts-more-dramatic sigh.

“Alright. Why are we being mopey bitches today?” she asked, not 
looking up from the mirror where she was now curling her lashes.

“What kind of writer do you want to be?” I asked.
“You mean like what genre do I want to write?”
“No, I mean like what do you want, like, your thing to be? What kind 

of stuff do you want to be known for?”
She blinked.

“Okay well what have you been writing lately?” I prodded.
“Oooh. Okay. Well. Currently I’m writing a feminist critique of the 

movie Midsommar. I’ve got another essay going in which I deeply an-
alyze some Lizzo songs. A few pretty basic short stories. Trying to 
dabble into some magical realism in one of those. A memoir about my 
relationship with food. Oh and then that paranormal erotica novel I’ve 
been working on.”

Maybe One Day We 
Will Not Be Garbage

Emma Mundorff



23 / occam’srazor

I blinked.
“Yeah so I don’t really know, is what I’m saying. I’m just trying to 

figure it out. I mean like I know I have a lot to say about political shit 
and racial shit and gender shit and literary analysis but like sometimes 
I also just want to write about vampires humping and I don’t think that 
should be a crime.”

“No one is trying to criminalize vampire humping, Amanda, because, 
and like I hate to break it to you, but they are not real.”

“Bitch, shut the fuck up, you know what I meant. And also, like, we 
do not for sure-for sure know that.”

I took the mirror from her hands and started to pluck out a few stray 
eyebrow hairs with my fingers. I hadn’t had the drive to put myself 
together properly before work this morning.

“I just feel like they would have made themselves known by now. 
Like the Twilight era would have been the perfect time for them to show 
up. They would have had so many groupies. They would have been 
swimming in goth girl pussy.”

“Oh my god, Emma, shut up,” she said, snagging the mirror back 
while rolling her eyes at me, laughing. “Also did I tell you that Josh 
thinks I should give up my hot dog story?”

“‘Hot Dogs Are Racist’? But that’s your baby! You’ve been rewriting 
that for months.”

“He says it’s boring and I can do better.”
“That’s fucking harsh. At the same time, I wish my boyfriend 

would tell me now and then that he hates something I’ve written. 
Like sometimes I want to show Anthony one of my stories and I just 
want him to shit all over it. I’d love for him to tell me to throw some-
thing away. Instead I always get ‘That’s nice, babe. That’s really good.’ 
Like every time.”

“Maybe he always thinks it’s really good! Maybe you’re actually 
fucking brilliant and the only thing stopping you is your whiny-ass 
attitude. Maybe you should feel grateful for scoring a boyfriend who 
understands you’re a gotdamn goddess on this earth and worships you 
adequately.”

She had put the mirror down so that her hands would be free to 
gesticulate wildly and give the occasional sharp point at my face, her 
eyes free to viciously stare me down. Amanda was the kind of friend 
who would tell you were a goddess as readily as another friend 
might tell you they liked your hairstyle, and the kind of friend who 
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would intimidate you into believing it like a car salesman trying to 
make a commission.

“That’s not possible. I can’t churn out gold that often. No one can. 
Either he’s trying to encourage me and going about it the wrong way 
or he doesn’t really care or he’s blinded by love.”

“For the sake of your pitiful self-esteem, let’s go with blinded by love. 
Anyway, why are you asking about my ‘thing?’ What do you think 
your thing is?”

Amanda spun in her seat and grabbed a can of kombucha from the 
decades-old fridge that stood behind her, covered with ignored memos 
and passive-aggressive notes about stealing snacks. She cracked it open 
and chugged, her lipstick still perfectly intact afterwards.

“How do you drink that stuff?” I asked in horror.
“Probiotics, bitch. Focus. What’s your thing?”
I groaned and slumped in my seat, hugging Billy’s head to my chest. 

“That’s what I’m worried about. I’ve been getting so many rejection 
emails and I’m starting to think it’s because I haven’t figured out, like, 
my thing. Like, do you ever feel like you have this perfect piece in you 
and I mean it’s like right there, like right at the edge of your mind and 
you can feel it but you can’t see it, you can’t figure out what the fuck it 
is or how to get to it and in the meantime you’re just writing bullshit 
until you can figure it out? I just feel like if I could understand the kind 
of writer I’m supposed to be, I could start to figure that out, but I’m not 
even there yet. Am I making sense? Do you get that?”

“I do.” Amanda set down her kombucha can and put her fingers to-
gether, starting to take me seriously. “And I think the thing I’ve come 
to accept is that the only way to get to that perfect piece or to find our 
thing is to write a lot a lot a lot of bullshit. Complete trash. We are just 
going to have to accept that we are going to be complete garbage for a 
while. And then maybe one day we will be less garbage-esque. And 
maybe, maaayyybe, one day we will be non-garbage.” 

“Dude, the dream, like the dream, is to be non-garbage.” I set my 
chin in my hands, romantic thoughts of not being a dumpster fire of a 
writer in my head.

Visions danced. Me sitting at a typewriter wearing a turtleneck. Me 
being interviewed on NPR, my voice now smooth and sophisticated 
instead of stumbling and shrill. Me humbly accepting my Man Booker 
Prize. My parents crying with pride. My older brother seething with 
jealousy at my having crushed him in the game of Sibling Rivalry. 
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“What are you writing about right now?” Amanda asked, interrupt-
ing my daydreams.

“Oh shit, did I not tell you? Yeah, so, basically the only story I have in 
progress right now is this one where the main characters are actually 
you and me. I don’t even change our names. And it’s just us talking. I’m 
trying to experiment with writing stuff that’s like, almost all dialogue, 
like a mash up of a million real conversations that we’ve had. You know 
like that one Hemingway story that’s only dialogue? I thought maybe 
I could do that but it turns out that’s kind of hard? And I’m having to 
accept that I’m not yet at Hemingway’s level at this point? So I’m getting 
away from that and adding to it. Anyway I’m kind of struggling with it. 
I don’t think our voices are very distinct. I’m having a hard time writing 
you as a character, even though I talk to you like every day. I dunno. I 
might not even go back to it.”

“Nah, don’t do that. Definitely keep revising it. Then if it really sucks, 
throw it out forever and move on. I like the sound of it though.”

“You like the sound of it because you’re in it,” I said.
“Correct. Anyway, I thought your thing was writing about mental 

health. Like the last dozen pieces you’ve emailed me have been about 
your anxiety and all your other stuff and trips to the therapist and you 
turning into your neurotic dad. Isn’t that your thing?”

“That is my accidental thing. I do not want my thing to be ‘the sad girl 
with daddy issues.’”

Another eyeroll. “Then why do you write about it so fucking much?”
“Because my mental health problems are the only kind of suffering 

I’ve ever experienced. And my dad’s by proxy and all the sad ways our 
sad brains have affected our sad family. Like I’m a twenty-something 
suburban white girl with all the middle-class privilege in the fucking 
world. My anxiety and depression and whatever the fuck else are the 
only sad things I know. Like, the only interesting things about me. But 
I’m bored of it.”

“Dude. Okay. Let’s address this bullshit.” Amanda’s hands were start-
ing to move erratically again. “Why do you think suffering is the only 
way to create art?”

“Uhhh, like all of artistic history is why I think that.”
“Buuullllshit. Bull. Shit. Bullshit bullshit bullshit.” A perfectly mani-

cured fingernail pointed at my face in rhythm with her syllables.
“How the bullshit is that bullshit?”
“BULLSHIT.” Her hands slammed on the crappy table which mirac-

ulously survived the impact.
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“Hemingway shot himself in the face. Van Gogh cut off his own fuck-
ing ear. Stephen King was addicted to coke and the books he wrote 
after quitting coke SUCK.” My own hand slammed, Billy still secure in 
my other arm.

“Okay so why don’t you start doing, like, a lot of coke? It’s honestly 
not that bad.” Amanda relaxed back in her seat, drumming her finger-
nails on her can. “I think Jaime knows a guy by his new apartment if 
you want us to get you some.”

“YOU KNOW I AM SCARED OF TAKING DRUGS.” I was not 
ready to relax yet.

“I know. You won’t even take CBD with me. It’s like, sad.”
“It gives me anxiety.”
“Emma, that is literally the whole opposite-ass point of CBD.”
“I am broken.”
“Sounds like something you should write about. Also can we talk 

about how the FDA is banning a lot of CBD products for ‘false adver-
tising’ and not having enough research and meanwhile corn syrup is in 
everything and ingredients to make meth are readily available?”

“No we cannot, Amanda. It’s your turn to focus, bitch.” I snapped 
my fingers in her face. “Also I have written about being broken. Like 
seventeen thousand times. I’m tired of it. I’m tired of being sad being 
my thing. I don’t think it’s my thing. I want a new thing.”

“Okay, you literally just said being sad is the key to being a good 
writer. And now you don’t want to be known for being sad.”

“Ugh, okay, like I don’t want my clinical sadness to be my thing any-
more. I just want some, like, really sad, external thing to happen to me, 
and then I can write about that.”

“Emma, that is the dumbest thing you’ve ever said. You do not want 
suffering. You do not want to be addicted to coke. Stop wanting that.” 

“But what do I write about if it’s not something sad? How do I write if 
it’s not about a problem that needs to be fixed? Isn’t writing, even fiction 
writing, presenting and fixing a problem?”

Before she could answer, Andrew, the new guy, walked in. He’d 
barely talked in the two weeks he’d been at our bookstore. A shy one. I 
hadn’t learned a thing about him yet, except that he blushed any time 
you spoke to him.

“Hey. Andrew,” I said before he was barely through the door. “What 
kind of writer should I be?” 

“Emma, you can’t just throw questions at people without con-
text.” Amanda groaned in sympathy for this new, fresh-out-of- 
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high-school kid, forced to work with retail-jaded twenty-five-
year-olds who were already exhibiting the kind of misery he had 
only seen in his Baby Boomer, debt-consumed, hadn’t-had-sex-in- 
two-years parents.

“I don’t get the question,” Andrew said, looking wary and like he was 
already regretting entering the room.

“I want to be, like, a real writer, Andrew. What should I write about?” 
“Well …” and he got this faraway look in his eyes as a smile spread 

across his baby face. “What do you love?”
“What?” I asked, not getting the relevance.
“I mean, I’m an illustrator. I like making animated films about the 

things that bring me joy. So I think what you need to ask yourself is, 
what do you really love in life?”

It was the largest number of words I’d heard him say combined since 
he’d started here.

“Oh, fuck off, Andrew.”
“Emma, what the fuck?” Amanda leaned across the table and slapped 

me on the shoulder, hard.
“What?”
“You can’t talk to someone who’s only been here two weeks like that! 

That’s like, at least two months of interaction kind of conversation style!”
“I’m trying to initiate him early! I’m being welcoming! I’m not going 

to insult this man with polite, insincere small talk!” Billy’s head was 
now gripped tight in both of my hands and I shook him for emphasis.

“You told this kid to fuck off in order to welcome him?”
“Yes, because he made me want to barf with his positive outlook.”
We both turned to look at Andrew, still standing in the doorway. 

His face was pink but his smile was more amused than offended, 
like he had finally realized we were the idiots and he had nothing 
to worry about.

“Anyway, just came to grab my jacket,” Andrew said. We sat in an 
awkward silence while he rummaged for his jacket on the hook on the 
back of the door, struggled his arms into the sleeves, gave us a weird 
salute, and left.

Amanda spun back to me. “We need to work on your people skills.” 
“Oh my god, he’s fine. He’s probably on his way home to make a car-

toon about rainbows and cotton candy.”
“Wow. You’re, like, really salty today. I’m kind of into it.”
She sat back and so did I, taking a deep, calming breath. I turned 

Billy around and looked into his big red eyes. I played with the 
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little pieces of yarn that made up his mohawk and tried to settle 
myself down.

“How’s your workshop going, by the way?” I asked, needing to 
change the subject from my diminishing levels of human pleasantry.

“It’s alright. I dunno. I kind of hate everyone.” Amanda sighed.
“Dude, I hate like ninety percent of the people I know who want to be 

writers. We’re an annoying kind of people. Also, I’d like to clarify that 
you encompass the ten percent I don’t hate. Because I only know like 
ten people stupid enough to want to be writers.”

“Is that how math works?” she asked, cocking her head to the side 
and frowning.

“I truly don’t know, I’m an English major. It feels correct, though.”
“Oh God, have I told you about that dude who everyone thinks is the 

shit? Last week he wrote some story about a ballerina who loses a leg 
but learns to dance again on her remaining leg and everyone started 
throwing out compliments about it being ‘tragically beautiful.’ I was 
just waiting for somebody to literally suck his mediocre dick.”

“Was it actually that bad?” I asked.
“His dick?”
“No, his writing.”
“Probably not. I’m probably just bitter and jealous but I’m trying 

very hard to suppress that awareness so let’s just keep ignoring that 
idea.” She sipped her kombucha and stared at the wall, growing deeper 
in thought. “I don’t know. I mean, it’s kind of like, like take Patrick 
for example.”

“Like our assistant manager Patrick? What does he have to do with 
this?” I looked up from Billy’s eyes and into hers, curious now.

“You know how we all think Patrick is super hot?” she asked.
“Yes. I would do things to Patrick. Continue.”
“Okay, well, do you ever stop to think, is Patrick actually hot? Or 

is he just the hottest person on the staff? If we lined Patrick up with 
the whole world of tattooed, conventionally attractive dudes with 
decent-enough personalities, would he stand a chance?”

I thought about this deeply.
“I guess in that scenario there might be, like, five dudes I’d pick first,” 

I finally admitted.
“Or like five thousand. Or five hundred thousand. What I’m saying 

is, what does it even mean to be the best writer in a workshop of like 
twenty-five people? Does it make you good or just better than 
twenty-four other desperate writers?”
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“So in the grand scheme of things, this guy probably sucks.” 
“Maybe. Or there’s thousands of people out there for him to compete 

with. He does have the ego factor though. I’ll give him that. And be-
cause of that I wouldn’t be surprised if in ten years this guy is the next 
Baldacci or Patterson, churning out garbage thrillers that old white la-
dies will eat right the fuck up. And I’ll still be here shelving his books.” 
Her orange lipstick now looked unfitting on her face, fun and bright on 
top of an increasingly sadder expression.

“You think he’ll get published just because he’s confident? Do 
you believe in that bullshit about putting intentions out into the 
universe?”

“Okay first of all don’t be such a cynical bitch about that kind of thing. 
But what I mean is that successful writers tend to have huge egos, so the 
odds are kind of in his favor in that regard.”

“That’s a major generalization. What about all the writers who hate 
themselves?” I asked. I often felt that my self-hatred served as some 
form of evidence that I might be a “real” writer.

“Still thinking about themselves, either way. Or they’re fight-
ing with themselves over their failures because they think they’re 
supposed to be better than that because they think they’re the best. 
Every writer has the ego thing to some extent. You wouldn’t spend 
so much time talking to yourself on the page if you didn’t think you 
were the smartest motherfucker in the world. But it’s the people who 
let that ego consume them that are successful. Apparently my ego 
could use some work, because here I am, college degree in Creative 
Writing snatched up two years ago, and I’m still in this dump making 
minimum wage.”

“So if we want to be successful we need to grow an undeserved ego?”
“Yes. Or at least, we need to start imitating the writers with big 

egos. You know what they do? They write constantly and they submit 
pieces constantly.”

“I … I do that already!”
“Emma, what were you doing last night?”
“What? I thought we were talking about writing.”
“Bitch, what were you doing last night?”
“Oh, well I binge watched Big Mouth season three on Netflix and I 

went shopping for a Halloween costume for my cat.”
“HA! LIAR!”
“Why would I lie about that? Do you want to check my Netflix re-

cently watched list? Ooo, do you want to see the photo I took of Kuma 
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dressed as a shark? It’s stupid cute. It’s like, where did Kuma go? Who 
put this shark in my bed? There’s no water here. This is not a healthy 
environment for a shark. Has anyone seen my cat?” I pulled my phone 
out of my pocket but she swatted it away.

“I don’t want to see it! Okay, I do, but show me later. Focus. I’m 
saying you are not writing constantly and you are a liar. You are lying 
to yourself.”

“Uhh, fuck you, dude. Yes I am.” Billy’s head was getting uncom-
fortable in my arms now that my sleepy sadness was melting away 
and forming into a more heated frustration. I set his head on the table 
between us, a smiling mediator in our argument.

“Uhhh, no, dude,” she said, mocking me now. “If you were writing 
constantly you would not be taking the time to binge watch cartoons 
or humiliate your cat. I’m guilty of the same shit. But we need to start 
taking ourselves seriously.”

“Ugh. You’re right.” I said, giving in. She really could give being a 
car salesman a try, if writing didn’t work out. “I’m twenty-five. I mean, 
if I’m a true artist I should be dead in two years. I gotta get a move on.” 

“Stop with the tragic artist crap. You have an adequate amount of 
suffering in your life to fuel your writing.”

“Dude, my mom was telling me that one of her new employees had a 
seizure at work the other day, and after they called the ambulance they 
called her husband, and he told them that she gets panic-induced seizures. 
That’s terrifying! I just have, like, the regular kind of panic disorder that 
everyone else has. No one cares.”

“Emma, are you jealous of a woman who has seizures?”
“Like, no, but, kind of. I mean she could probably write a pretty 

decent memoir.”
 “Didn’t your anxiety cause you to drop out of college for two years?”

“So what?”
“Maybe you could write a memoir about those two years.”
“All I did was spend six months with this dude who hated my guts, 

double my meds, and sleep a lot. Not much to report.”
“Are you kidding? You could definitely get a memoir out of unhealthy 

sex and pills.”
“It’s been done, dude! Prozac Nation. Girl Interrupted.”
“Those are so nineties, Emma. We need an updated version for the 

twenty-first century.”
“Amanda! Can we just let it go? I don’t want to write about that stuff 

anymore. I don’t want to write about my ordinary-ass life anymore!”
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“Then why do you keep doing it?” She slapped the table with every 
other word.

“Because …” I was stuck. “I mean, I don’t know anything else. It’s all 
I have to think and talk about.”

“Then you need to talk about it, Emma. I mean, you need to write 
about it. You can make anything good if it means something to you. I 
think you just need to stop whining and own it. Just write what comes 
to you, even if it’s not the great, perfect piece you want it to be. You 
know what, actually? I think that perfect piece hiding in your brain 
is a fucking myth and you’re never going to find it. I don’t think being 
a writer is having some pristine talent waiting to be accessed. I think 
being a writer is wading through shit until you find like a little nugget 
of gold to present. Or maybe, it’s like, you just keep presenting shit to 
people until somebody goes, ‘Hey! That’s not shit! That’s gold!’ Am 
I making sense?” I could visibly see her breathing getting faster, her 
eyes getting wider. She was looking more and more like Billy the worm, 
crazed and best kept away from children.

“No, you definitely lost me. But it was beautifully said.”
“Look, I think, I think that art can be ordinary. I think that art can 

be the sad stuff, and the good stuff, and the boring stuff. Because I 
think everyone else is as equally boring and not-boring as we are. Look 
at Ottessa Moshfegh. Look at Mary Gaitskill. George Saunders. Lydia 
Davis. Their writing is so fucking beautiful and—and so fucking boring. 
Because it’s just the shit that happens every day. And that’s all that 
everything is, Emma, that’s all life fucking is, okay? It’s just the shit 
that happens every day. Emma, I think you need to suck it up and keep 
writing about your boring, non-drug-addicted, non-seizure-inducing, 
perfectly okay life. Because that’s who you are and that’s who a lot of 
people are.” She gave a final slap to the table. And we heard a chair leg 
crack. And break apart. We looked at each other as the table fell to a 
deep slant between us, and watched as Billy’s green head went tum-
bling to the floor.

Right at that moment, the phone still in my hand buzzed and lit up, 
and I glanced down at the preview of the email I had just received.

Another rejection.



firstprize / flashcontest

Lila adjusted her sky blue, short-sleeved cotton blouse and pastel green, 
knee-length, A-line skirt with a butterfly print and a brown and cream 
belt to unify the look, as well as a tan beret. Her brown hair fell in a sin-
gle curl over one shoulder, just longer than shoulder length. She looked 
at herself in the mirror. Rosy cheeks finished with some blush, pastel 
green eyeshadow, and coral pink lipstick. She finished the look with 
light brown wedges and locked the door behind her. Having planned 
this day for months, her heart was beating out of her chest, as if each 
beat was choking her and drying her throat. Her palms and fingers 
sweat against the sky blue leather of her Kate Spade handbag.

The first meal out with a date after the pandemic ended. In her mind 
repeated the words, What will he think of me? And she couldn’t make it stop.

After hailing a cab, she hopped in and told the cab driver the 
directions. Paying the fare, she hopped out and looked around at the 
columns, the patio tables, and the fashionably-dressed people and 
heard the chatter.

“Lila! There you are! My, don’t you look beautiful! I haven’t seen you 
since before the world shut down!” Ned looked into her eyes, and his 
eyes gleamed.

Lila blushed behind her made-up face, suddenly shy. She had only 
been with Ned for a month before the pandemic, and she remembered 
that the time during the pandemic hadn’t counted for much. Having 
endured waiting for the occasional call or text, Lila had suggested 
Skype or Zoom, but Ned was swamped with work and couldn’t make it.

They went in and waited for a table. “So, how are you, my dear?” 
Ned asked, his eyes glistening with tears.

“I’m all right,” Lila lied behind a false smile. She was dying inside. 
Feeling the knot grow tighter and tighter in her core, she followed the 
statement with silence. After five months, she was even more in love 
with Ned than she was before. All that time spent away from him.

Out of the Cocoon
Leona Ho
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When they found their table and the waiter handed them their 
menus, Lila felt her heart drop to her stomach.

It was Ken, her ex-fiancé.
“Lila! You look stunning! Long time no see!” Ken looked her up and 

down, his gaze darting back and forth on her chest.
“Hi, Ken. I had no idea you worked here,” Lila almost whispered, the 

words echoing in her ears, the image of Ken doubling before her eyes.
“Well, I had to get some kind of work after I lost my previous job. You 

know,” Ken waved his mini clipboard in the air.
“Dear, our order?” Ned suggested gently, his voice still calm and 

steady, which surprised Lila.
“Um, how do you cook the salmon? I want everything antibacterial 

and sanitized. You understand how dangerous it is now that everyone 
is going out,” Lila raised her voice, trying to be assertive, suddenly 
feeling nervous that she was maskless.

“I can assure you everything is done with gloves, running water, and 
a hotter-than-hot stove, so all the germs are knocked. Out.” Ken looked 
below Lila’s neckline. 

This was why I broke up with him. It’s a shame I was so desperate 
I couldn’t—

“I’ll have the Cajun shrimp with rice, thank you very much,” Ned 
graciously cut in.

When Ken left, Lila deflated, and she felt tears begin to well up. “Ned, 
it was a mistake to come here, and it was a mistake to get dressed up.” 
As a casual sort of girl, her boyfriend Ned had been surprised to see her 
put in the effort, and she could count on the fingers of one hand how 
many times she did.

“What was that all about?” Ned looked at her, eyebrows raised.
“He’s my ex—my ex-fiancé.” Lila buried her face in her hands. 
“Wow! You must have really loved him,” Ned murmured, looking at 

his own hands. His ringless hands.
“No! I mean, no. I didn’t love him. I was just with him because I 

was desperate, and my parents wanted me to be married soon, and I 
thought I’d never find another … Ned, he was my first boyfriend. And 
with my age and all …” Lila rested her jaw in the palm of her hand and 
looked out the window.

“Yeah. I get that. Well, I’m glad you’re with me now,” Ned said in a 
soft voice and placed his hand on hers.

Against every fiber of her being, she let it rest there.
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1. Take off the colorful wrapping paper you spent thirty minutes on 
perfecting. It won’t be seen by them anymore.

2. Stare at the box and listen to the scraping of the bracelet sliding inside.
3. Scroll through the pictures you once took with them. If you begin 

to tear up or cry, let yourself do so.
4. Don’t get too angry at them. “This is a part of life,” your mom 

would say. Don’t get too discouraged when it doesn’t make you 
feel better.

5. Drive to the store where you purchased the accessory. Walk inside 
and go to the register.

6. Refuse the urge to look for more presents. You won’t need to buy 
them anything anymore.

7. Ask the cashier if you can make a return. (You know you can be-
cause you checked their return policy beforehand.) The box will 
now feel heavier in your hand.

8. As the cashier rings his manager, the process of returning begins.
9. Painfully watch as the box you placed on the counter is taken and 

scanned. This process takes about two to three minutes, but it will 
feel like a whole hour for you.

10. Quietly thank the cashier and manager for their time with a meek 
smile. You won’t have the energy to give your full one anymore.

11. Quickly turn away and repeat step 6, then hop into your car.
12. Make sure the windows are up and the radio is just loud enough to 

mask your sobbing. Don’t time yourself. Just cry.
13. Call Chris. He’s one of the only ones you know won’t leave you as 

they did. Just cry to him. He can hear when your heart is breaking.
14. Drive home. At the door, you will be greeted by your fur babies. 

Your smile will come back a little upon seeing them.
15. They will be there. The others who became masked because of your 

grief. Realize now you have others who love you.

How to Return a 
Friendship Bracelet

Melika Nejad
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16. Work on bringing your smile back. They will help you to do so.
17. Understand that it will be hard. Let your heart crack, but never 

break.
18. You may see your former best friend again. It will be unexpected. A 

spike in your chest will creep in, but just smile. No anger. If needed, 
walk the other way.

19. Spend more time with your true friends. Do not feel guilty or self-
ish when you ask them to hang out. Remember: they love you.

20. You will begin to notice a floaty in your chest. This may happen 
in a couple of days, weeks, or even months, but your laughter isn’t 
forced anymore, and slowly, your smile will return.

Remember this:
Friendship is like a pen. The ink flows smooth and full until it begins 

to run out. True friends will try to refill that pen, while others will just 
find a new one.
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“And stay out, until you’re ready to actually do something for 
this family!”

A man was forcibly shoved out of his front door with the accusing 
voice of his wife booming out from behind him. He stumbled over his 
own feet, almost dropping the half-empty beer bottle he was holding. 
With a wobble, the man turned his head to look at the woman. “Don’t 
you know? I’m a 400-year-old vampire. I’ll thrive out here under the 
blanket of night,” he joked with a drunken smile, raising his hands 
in a Dracula-like pose.

His wife raised her arms in the air in exasperation. “Ugh—you’re 
useless! Absolutely useless!” She slammed the door with startling force, 
so much so that the sound of it echoed across the empty suburban street.

Now alone, the man let out a tired groan and stretched out his back 
before walking a few steps to sit down at the edge of the porch. He 
looked up at the night sky above him. “At least you’ll stay with me 
tonight.” He raised up his glass to the moon and took another swig of 
his beer. It was an exotic bottle imported from East Asia, and the liquid 
inside shimmered blue in the moonlight. He had gone through quite a 
few bottles over the past week.

A few silent minutes went by. No sounds came from the house be-
hind him, nor from anywhere in the neighborhood.

With a sigh, the man leaned forward on his legs. “Useless, huh?” He 
nodded, remembering his wife’s words. “Yeah, I guess that’s what I am.”

An object caught his eye as he looked out at his front lawn: a bicycle 
laying on its side in the grass, its front wheel missing.

It had been his own bike, but when its wheel broke off after hitting 
a pole, he had laid it on the ground and never picked it up again. He 
was, as his wife liked to remind him, too lazy to do anything about it.

The man took another sip from his bottle, his eyes scrunched 
up in thought.

Repairs
Lindsey Halfen
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The sound of laughter radiated from an open window in his home—
the sound of his wife and children; sounds that he was missing out on.

A spark ignited in his heart then. With one more drink from his 
beer, the man stood up, albeit with some difficulty, and walked down 
to the lawn. Along the way, he poured the rest of the blue beer onto 
the ground and threw the bottle to the side. He sauntered over to the 
broken bike, crouched down, and picked it up by its handlebars.

“If I’m gonna be useful, might as well start with this.”
With that, the man walked off, bike in hand, to repair what was 

broken.
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Jim had a deadline. His dad had just died, but he still had a deadline. 
He stared at the blankness of the screen, afraid of all its possibilities. 
He thought they were endless, but they were so damn endless he had 
no idea where to start. He needed to write a story for his fiction class. 
The topic was open, thank God. What was he supposed to write about? 
He only had one thing on his mind, and he didn’t feel like it was the 
right time to write about it. It was too fresh, and he didn’t want to be 
the person that wrote about sad shit. But it’s all he could think about. 
It happened; it was real. He usually was good at casting sad thoughts 
aside. No one knew his father was sick. None of his friends—he wore 
a smile, and he forced it to stay on. He decided to lean on it today. To 
smile through his writing—maybe something silly would help him get 
through the assignment.

So, he began to come up with a monologue. Maybe that would start 
a story that would make sense. He looked around the room. He saw 
an apple juice box that was empty. He had not thrown it out. He had 
not had time, and it rested in a pile of granola bar wrappers, and other 
empty bottles. He typed out a title: “Apple Juice.”

I need apple juice plain and simple. The subtle hint of corn syrup with arti-
ficial flavors calls to me. Whether it’s store brand or Martinelli’s, it never lets 
me down. The strange yellow color that nears urine in consistency is just a 
minor drawback.

What the fuck was he writing about, he thought. It’s all a part of the 
process. You must shake the ketchup to make sure you get ketchup. 
That’s all he was doing: getting the creative juices flowing so that he 
could get a solid product, and none of the ketchup-water stuff. He cre-
ated another untitled document, abandoning the plot centered around 
apple juice. He looked at the time; it was barely eleven in the morn-
ing he had until midnight. He decided to come back to this later, as 
he knew at this moment the only things he could come up with were 

Deadline
Jimmy Tamimi
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silly little distractions to the macabre nature of his mind. They had no 
substance, because they were only silly for the sake of being silly. Silly, 
because that’s the only thing that could lead to an escape from the 
trap of thinking about his situation. Understanding its effect on the rest 
of his life, and knowing there was a shift in it that he could not smile 
away or reverse.

Maybe it just had to be about what was on his mind. He decided to 
give way, to let his mind digest itself on the page. To think thoughts he 
wanted to ignore. You live, you die. We all go through it. It still hurts, 
he thought to himself. He allowed himself to remember everything. 
The uncontrollable shaking of his father’s fists, and the look of realiza-
tion on both their faces that this was not the usual thing that a simple 
prescription would cure. It was something serious, it was a step into a 
different phase of both their lives. His usual protests against calling a 
doctor were gone and replaced with a firm image of fear in his eyes. He 
could not control the actions of his hands; they had become separate en-
tities. He could give them commands, but they would respond violently 
and tremble, severely shaking his morning coffee until a random jolt 
would send whatever was put into his hand straight down on the floor.

The rest was still a blur for Jim. The initial week of the hospital be-
came months until the end. Every week was different; he would make 
progress in one part of his health, but something else would start fail-
ing him, and it was always something more vital to his health. This 
cascade of health issues built up slowly at first, but as each week passed 
it became quicker and quicker. In the last week before he died, he could 
no longer speak.

Jim tried remembering what the last thing his father had said to 
him. He did this falsely; he knew it immediately. He could not keep the 
phrase out of his mind. He wanted it to be something else. Something 
less haunting, something that was dumb or easily forgotten for its lack 
of significance. The last thing his father said would be the last con-
scious moment he had. The last evidence of thought. He grabbed Jim’s 
hand, and said, “I’m going to miss you.” I’m going to miss you replayed in 
his head. He finally decided to dissect the phrase, it showed his father 
loved him, but it was such a dramatic thing to say. To make it short, it 
fucked him up. It was a gift and a curse. A gift his father’s last words 
were confirmation that his father did love him. A curse as the image 
of his father realizing that his end was about to come was a visceral 
scene of horror, and he could never forget it. Jim breathed in deep, and 
exhaled. He knew that it was not something he wanted to write about, 
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but his mind was relaxed a bit. He had let it have a moment to run free 
without his directorial vision for what he wanted to think or not think. 
With his mind empty, he began to write again. It began to be easier. He 
could have elements of his real life, but he could fictionalize aspects so 
that his imagination and his grief-focused mind could make a cohesive 
bit of fiction. That would have to do for now, as he had a deadline.
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The sun shines brightly through the cracks of my shutters, suffocating 
me so. I wake up, and plant myself in front of my window. I look out-
side; at the trees, my yard, the street. Sometimes I feel jealous of the 
birds that I see, jealous that they are able to come and go as they please, 
and fly free into the blue sky. Or of the drivers who pass by, and rev 
their engine at an obnoxiously loud volume; jealous of the adrenaline 
they feel. Or the children at the park, who laugh and scream without a 
care in the world. I hear the laughter of these children, and think about 
the times I spent scootering under the stars of a warm summer night. 
Sweating and laughing, singing Shakira with my cousins. How I long 
to feel the wind of a blissful evening once again.

Sometimes when I’m in the shower, I press on my ears with my 
thumbs, and run my head underneath the water. I close my eyes, and 
can imagine the roaring waves of the ocean. I imagine my parents 
and my brothers smiling blissfully, as they splash in clear blue waters, 
underneath a beautiful pink sky. When I open my eyes, I find myself 
on the floor of the bathtub, sobbing quietly so that no one will worry.

How do I tell my mother that I am so sad? How do I explain to 
my father that I wake up every morning, dreading the idea of get-
ting out of bed? How do I explain to them that I feel empty inside, 
when they’ve only shown me so much love? How can I possibly make 
them feel anything less than wonderful? How can I tell them I feel 
as though I have no purpose? That I haven’t done anything mean-
ingful with my life? That I sit in my room on weeknights and get 
drunk alone in my bedroom? That I feel so lonely, all of the time, even 
though I am never alone? That I cry to myself when I think about 
memories I can never experience again? How do I tell my mother 
that I miss playing with my dolls with her? How do I tell my father 
that I miss when he would tuck me in at night, and tickle me until I 
couldn’t bear it anymore?

Brain Dump
Jasmine Maharaj
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How do I tell them that the reason they find me getting water at four 
in the morning is because I can’t sleep? I can’t sleep at night because I 
am afraid. I am afraid of what is to become of me. Of my life. Afraid that 
my time as a good writer was temporary, and that maybe I’ve made a 
terrible mistake. I am afraid that I will never experience what it truly 
feels like to live again. Afraid that all of my days will keep repeating 
themselves over and over and over again, and I’m fucking tired. I’m 
fucking tired of waking up every morning to drink the same coffee, to 
look out of the same windows, to sit on the same old stupid couch. To sit 
in the same office chair for six to seven hours, in front of my computer 
screen; I’ve listened to all of my favorite songs over and over, it feels 
like I’ve run out of music.

Why do I bother looking at clothing websites, looking at bikinis, as if 
I have anywhere to wear them? As if I love my body? As if I don’t cringe 
at my reflection, the gained weight, the acne? I spend and I spend on 
clothing I think would make me look pretty, only to feel completely 
dissatisfied at the way it fits, and let it collect dust in my closet. Why is 
that feeling so much stronger now? Why am I always looking at myself? 
Why do I slide open the door during my shower, to look at myself? To 
stare at my body in the mirror right above my sink? Just before I lay 
down to sleep, I sit in front of my closet mirror, and stare at myself. I sit 
in my bed and stare at my nose, I turn my head side to side, and wonder 
why my nose looks the way it does.

Why do I feel the need to blame someone? Who do I blame? What do 
I blame them for? Who do I blame for the constant dread I feel? Who do 
I blame for the apathy I feel towards everything and anything I used 
to enjoy? Who? Who can I blame for my constant dissonance with my 
creativity? Why can’t I enjoy the things I once felt passionate about? 
Who can I blame for my lack of motivation? Why do I lie awake, angry 
at the world, angry at myself? I scream and I cry, but nothing changes. 
I scream and I cry, and wake up the next morning to find myself stuck 
in a never ending loop of long days and endless nights.



You’ve never felt more alone in your life.
Of course, you tell yourself that every time something bad happens. 

Every time your heart breaks again, you say those same words: “I’ve 
never felt so alone in my life.”

But now? Now you think you might actually mean it. Now, instead 
of being isolated in your bedroom in your on-campus apartment, you’re 
inside your childhood home with your dad and your pets. But your 
pets don’t come to you when you want to be around them, and your 
dad is loud and drunk and angry. You’re reminded of high school, 
when things were the same, but your sister still lived with you. You’re 
sure you felt alone then, too, but now, it’s worse.

Now, you’re in the middle of a pandemic. Actually, you’re not even 
sure it’s the middle. It’s been going on for so long. You’ve been iso-
lated now for a year, stuck in a two-week quarantine that never ends. 
You see, when you felt so alone before this, the world still had some 
semblance of normal.

You still attended school in person. There were events to go to, movie 
nights and game nights and karaoke and free snacks while you laughed 
with other students. Your classes were challenging, but there was some-
thing so rewarding about stepping into a classroom, taking a seat, and 
walking out with more knowledge and relationships to your classmates 
and professors. Some days it was impossible to crawl out of bed to at-
tend, but when you did, you were always in good company.

You had a job. You loved it, getting to meet new people every day 
that you had a shift. You met celebrities you’d looked up to for years, 
saw stories you’d never thought you’d be able to afford unfold in front 
of you on stage. You had coworkers you enjoyed getting to know, even 
if you were sometimes a little awkward and didn’t quite always catch 
on to social hints. You took calls and bantered with others who loved 
theatre and stories.

Isolation
Christopher Hester
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You hung out with your friends once a week, smiling at each other 
and hugging and eating at the same table with your laptops all in 
front of you as you pretended to be making progress on your novel-
ing. Instead, though, you would Google pictures of hot guys and 
swoon while your friends laughed. You would spend your three hours 
together and go your separate ways for the week, sure you’d all be 
back the next for the same cups of coffee at the same table with the 
same routine.

But now, you don’t have that. Your classes come through a screen. 
Your job that you so loved laid you off at the start of the pandemic, and 
your friends have to meet on Zoom now. You spend your days very 
rarely leaving your bedroom, because when you do, everything else 
you experience is disappointment.

It’s not like things have changed outside of your social life. The 
weather is much like you remember it, blistering hot highs of 110 in the 
summer and biting cold that earns you snow in the winter. Deer still 
traipse by your home several times a day, their herds getting as large 
as twenty sometimes. You step outside to watch them when you need 
a breath of fresh air, watching them grow from fawn to adult, the spots 
in their fur disappearing into a darker brown as they age. There are 
trees that always have and always will surround your childhood home, 
dropping pine needles and pointy oak leaves into places where your 
cats and dogs roll in them and bring them inside to get all over your 
newly-cleaned clothes.

Your dad still buys the less-healthy food, because that’s all you can 
afford; even before the pandemic, your family was below the poverty 
line, and things have really only gotten more expensive over time. The 
internet connection and cell service still suck, because you’re in a forest, 
with mountains and trees obscuring any decent signals. Your bedroom 
is still messy, because it takes so much energy to clean. Theoretically, 
you have more time on your hands, now that you’re home all day and 
not working, but what time you have that isn’t spent in class or on 
homework is spent in crippling anxiety, depressive episodes, or some 
sort of mixed manic episode that comes with not having any help for 
your bipolar disorder. But that’s all still familiar, because you’ve lived 
with it all for so long.

Still, somehow, you’ve found yourself thinking once again; crying 
once again; feeling, once again, that you’re alone. Now, you sit alone in 
your bedroom while your dad is off working, typing away onto a screen, 
doing all you can to avoid the crippling anxiety of having nothing to 
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show for your time in this quarantine. Your other friends have their 
shares of bread and art and gardens and reading lists all over their 
Facebook pages, while all you currently have to show for yourself is a 
messy room and hair that hasn’t been washed in days. Your cat keeps 
trampling on your computer and knocking things off your desk, all to 
beg for treats. You hug him close, breathe in his fur until it tickles your 
nose and you sneeze, scaring him off. You feel bad, but he gives you the 
only affection you’ve experienced since moving back in with your dad.

You feel tears start to fall down your face as you realize your best 
friends haven’t texted you back in ages, and that your own texts to them 
sit on read. You’ve been in this position before, but the extra weight of 
the pandemic has made it even harder to know whether or not they’re 
ignoring you or they’re just struggling to exist on their own. In the 
before times, you would know that they’re just busy because they 
wouldn’t show up in person or on Instagram, but now, you see them 
post about how they’re #blessed on their #ThankfulThursday. But now, 
you don’t know if that’s a facade. Are they really #KillingIt, or are they 
just showing you a mask when they really feel the same as you? 

You try to sink back into your old hobbies; your smart speaker lis-
tens when you tell it to put on your favorite albums or your “Pandemic 
Melancholy” playlist that you made just to try to find a vibe for the 
day. Your old love and passion for music have fallen by the wayside in 
favor of depression naps and doomscrolling. Now, you listen to “Why 
Georgia’’ by John Mayer on repeat while you ask yourself if you’re liv-
ing it right. More posts scroll by. More #QuarantineKitchen and longer 
reading lists pop up.

Now, though, there’s a new type of post. Your friends are showing 
up in selfies with masks on and bandages adorning their shoulders, 
thumbs up and smiles that show in their eyes. Vaccines are being ad-
ministered and lives are moving on for your friends that never lost their 
jobs like you did. Now, #blessed shows back up as they talk about how 
fortunate they are that they managed to get their first dose.

You pull the blankets over your head, letting your slow breaths warm 
the smaller space of air as snow falls outside. You haven’t seen the sun 
in a few days; it’s been too cold to open the curtains or go outside, and 
besides, the snow clouds block any light and warmth anyway. The 
heavy winds howl against your house as you shiver, reaching out from 
under the covers just to turn your tiny space heater on.

Your friends list their symptoms from the vaccine: sore arms, a day of 
flu-like symptoms, generally feeling like garbage for forty-eight hours. 
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You think that’s not so much to sacrifice, since you generally feel like 
garbage every day. You’d be more than happy to trade a couple days 
of being sick to have your freedom again. Logically, you know that it 
wouldn’t be total freedom, even after your second dose; you’ll still have 
to wear a mask to places and get a COVID test (which you haven’t yet, 
since you never leave your home), but you’ll feel a little safer again. But 
you want this. You want to be able to move back to the Bay Area, where 
you always felt a little more at home and wanted and safe to be who 
you are. You want to work again, even if the industry you were working 
in hasn’t reopened. You want to feel like you’re worth something. You 
miss going to plays and selling tickets and changing seats, as mundane 
as it was. You had somewhere you felt like you were doing a good job. 
You don’t know if you’ll ever feel that way again.

You return to your doomscrolling. There’s a news article about how 
there are new vaccine-resistant strains of the virus and you sigh. Of 
course there are. There’s no reason you should have had hope that it 
would ever be easy again to exist. You should have known that in your 
fat, disabled body, there’s still more out there that’s likely to kill you. 
You should have realized that it was all a fantasy to want to be back in 
society again.

Bonding happens between your friends in the comments of their 
posts; they talk about how the second dose was worse than the first, 
but how, three days later, they’re now fine. More smiles hidden be-
hind masks and bandages appear. But your dad still isn’t eligible, even 
though you are, so he’s refusing to take you until he is, too. You guess it 
makes sense; you live a half hour away from the nearest vaccination site, 
and that’s if there’s no traffic. Spending the gas money and time isn’t 
worth it if it means you’ll have to make that trip twice for each of you, 
an hour round trip. You take another nap, losing track of how many 
times you have slept and how many days have gone by.

The snow has started to melt, and the ground is wet. The sun peeks 
out from behind the cloud cover for an hour, the sky staying light for 
much longer now as you type your experience into a word processor in 
hopes you can share it with the world. Maybe, just maybe, your expe-
rience will be heard. The air is warmer, lighter, a sure sign that spring 
will be here in a few days. The longest winter of your life is starting 
to melt off.

Your cats frolic outside, no longer hiding from winds and precip-
itation. They come in to beg for treats, and you give them some, just 
so that they keep giving you love and affection. You finally feel safe 
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enough to take your laptop outside, once it’s even warmer, and you 
sit on your porch finally typing up your stories as your writer’s block 
begins to subside. Birds chirp, but you eventually drown them out with 
upbeat, inspiring music. Now, instead of crying to John Mayer, you hear 
The Script telling you “You can be a champion.”

The words flow out of you and onto the page as you type faster than 
you have in ages. It’s not what you had intended to write, by any means, 
but it feels right. Your story is being told. Your words are going to go 
to someone who will read them, and even if they stop there, you will 
know that you’ve been heard.

For the first time in what’s now been a full year of quarantine, you 
suck in a deep breath of fresh air and you smile. A light breeze blows 
over you as you type the final words into your work, proud of what 
you’ve made. You’re going to have something to show for yourself from 
your long quarantine, after all.

You don’t think you’ve ever felt so proud in your life.



The red light traffic light turns green. Cool air rolls through the cracked 
windows of Chloe’s Jeep as we enter the intersection. Thick scattered 
clouds reflect the moonlight, turning the rest of the sky an inky blue. 
She turns the radio down and takes a breath.

“Can I rant for a second?”
“Yeah, of course.”
“I’m so mad at my aunt right now. And her stupid husband.”
“Why what’s going on?”
“So a few days ago my grandma got COVID.” She pauses.
I give her a nod and turn my head towards her so she knows I’m 

listening.
“She used to have a live-in nurse because she has really really bad 

arthritis, and she needs help doing, like, everything. But since she got 
the results, the agency won’t let the nurse go back and help her. My 
grandma lives in SoCal and obviously my mom lives here, so my aunt’s 
her only child that lives down there … The fucking husband told her it 
wasn’t a good idea for her to go help my grandma get her medication. 
Like if that was your mom wouldn’t you do anything to help her?”

“I mean yeah of course. I’d wear a full hazmat suit every day if 
I had to.”

“Exactly!”
Chloe takes a hit from her puff bar and blows it out the window. It 

drifts behind us as we pull into the parking lot.
“Anyways, now my mom is trying to decide if she wants to go down 

there for a few weeks to help my grandma out.”
“That’s tough, love. I’m sorry you have to think about all of that. My 

mom was on FaceTime with my aunt when I left right now. They’re 
stressed trying to figure out where my Abuelos can get vaccinated.”

“Oh, my sister’s boyfriend got vaccinated. He works in plastic surgery 
and I guess that counts as an essential medical worker.”

Only a Moment
Skyler Ramirez
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“Damn, good for him. Hopefully my Abuelos can make an appoint-
ment soon.”

I open the car door and step out under the blue neon lights that read 
“Liquor and Ice Cold Beer.” I tuck the loops of my mask behind cold ears, 
causing my glasses to fog instantaneously.

Chloe reaches for the door with a sweater buried hand. I make a 
beeline for the spritzers. It’s a spritzer kind of night. The cooler area is 
being occupied by two older men and one who seems about my age. 
The black haired older man turns to look at me and greets me with a 
full teeth smile. My breath as well as the very blood pumping in my 
veins seems to stop—then all together start again, with more heat and 
purpose than before.

“Oh are you trying to get in here? My bad.” He holds the cooler door 
open for me and gestures for me to take my pick. The younger man, 
noticing my presence, quickly lifts the collar of his shirt over his mouth. 
His eyes shoot to the floor. Despite the heat rising up my spine, I realize 
I must respond.

“Thanks, I was just looking though.” I walk away in a shroud of 
steaming uncomfortability. All three of them had been maskless. 
How had they been allowed to enter, just like that? I find Chloe in the 
wine section and we pick a bottle of Merlot. Maybe it can be a wine 
night after all.

When we get to the register, the group from the cooler is already 
paying. The boy my age turns and finds my gaze. His eyes seem apol-
ogetic as he looks towards the men, then back at us. Sincere or not, the 
forgiveness he seeks won’t be found in me.

As the men are halfway out the door, the cashier pulls down his 
mask to yell that they forgot their receipt. Not caring, the men continue 
on and the door clashes closed.

“Are you ready to pay?” the man behind the counter asks me.
I can see the grays in his mustache as I put my bottle on the counter 

to be scanned. What else could I do in that moment?
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My mother was the youngest child of five, born to an alcoholic father 
and a mother prone to mental breakdowns. I feel it is important to 
start there.

I never knew my grandfather, for his years of drinking rushed to 
meet him before I ever could. This is what I know of him: that he was 
kind, he told excellent jokes, he loved his wife, he loved his children, 
that my mother was often sent to drag him out of the local bar, that he 
killed himself with booze, that he was a good man but a sick man and 
none of his goodness could stop him from tearing his family apart.

I knew my grandmother only barely, for my mother had started her 
family all the way out in sunny California and left her widowed mother 
in the cold of Chicago. This is what I know of her: she was kind; she 
told terrible jokes; loved her husband and children and the grandchil-
dren she lived to meet; that my thirteen-year-old mother had to call 
the police when she caught her climbing out the second-story window 
via a rope constructed of tied-together bed sheets because she believed 
the house to be on fire, though it was not, though it absolutely was in 
her own mind.

I know my mother well enough, for I have never strayed from her, 
nor she from me. This is what I know of her: she is kind; she has inher-
ited her mother’s terrible jokes; she loves her husband, loves my older 
brother, loves me, despite all of our own individual leanings towards 
madness; considers herself lucky to be the only one in her past or pres-
ent family to never have been harmed by her own mind; that she has 
been harmed by her own mind; that she is truly, actually, as sad as 
the rest of us.

I have heard my mother make the same terrible joke for years, “I feel 
like I’m swimming in alphabet soup!” I hear her make this joke on 
the phone to the one sister she still talks to, to friends invited over for 

Alphabet Soup
Emma Mundorff
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dinner, to us, always laughing with her always-too-loud laugh. Because 
isn’t it so funny, so truly just plain wacky, that she has gotten stuck with 
a husband with OCD, a son with ADHD, a daughter with the inher-
ited OCD, plus some BPD, some GAD, and all of us usually at least 
a bit cripplingly depressed, the big capital D watching over all of us. 
All of us defined by acronyms, all of these nonsensical letters floating 
around and mixing themselves up in one big bowl. My mother treading 
broth and pushing through each capital letter with each stroke, and 
laughing each time her mouth comes up for air.

I do not mean to make my mother sound cruel. We have all, in our 
fucked up little family, learned to laugh at our own madness, at our 
own sadness, at our inability to just be normal. We have each learned 
to laugh at ourselves after a breakdown, learned to tease each other 
over irrational moments, learned to laugh and laugh. We have given 
permission to laugh at each other. We have learned to throw up our 
hands and say, “Well, we are truly just fucked, and isn’t that, I mean, 
isn’t that just hilarious?” We laugh as often as we scream and cry and 
pout. We have chosen laughter as a tactic of survival, and none of us 
laughs louder than my mother.

My mother, who considers herself lucky to be the only one in her 
past or present family to never have been harmed by her own mind.

My mother, who I hear sniffling alone in her room some nights, who 
pretends to be asleep the moment I knock.

My mother, who is always exhausted.
My mother, who loves her husband, but does not understand him the 

way she so easily could when they met in the cold of Chicago, before all 
of his letters caught up to meet him.

My mother, who loves her husband who does not understand her 
the way he so effortlessly used to, before his letters came along and 
crowded out all rational thought and simple empathy.

My mother, who ran away to sunny California with the certainty 
that at last she could start her own future family, with the certainty that 
they would all be so different than the family of her past, that every-
thing would at last be normal.

My mother, who loves her children, loves my older brother, loves 
me, despite our madness and our sadness, who loves us even though it 
makes her mad and makes her sad.

My mother, who will not acknowledge her madness, nor her sadness.
My mother, who has never had her father’s taste for booze, has per-

haps, once a month or so, after a particularly difficult or wonderful day, 
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had a glass of wine. My mother has never had her mother’s leanings 
towards delusions brought on by extreme stress. My mother has never 
experienced the terrifying obsessions my father and I share, has never 
experienced my brother’s extreme inability to stay on course, nor the 
self-hate and rage that follows it. She has never experienced the kinds 
of manic highs I manage to hit, nor the manic lows, nor the lows that 
are silent and still and steady and scary. She has never experienced 
the kind of terror that is caused by absolutely nothing at all, and yet 
everything, all at once.

My mother has experienced none of this at all.
And yet, she has experienced everything, all at once.

My mother could be described as neurotypical. More simply put, 
she is normal.

I had never thought much about my mother’s normality until the 
more recent years of my adulthood. I had only ever considered her to 
be so lucky to be the most normal part of her past and present fam-
ilies. I had not thought, until more recent years, that to be normal in 
so much abnormality must be its own form of pain, its own form of 
sickness, less of an illness inherent to one’s body, and more of a virus, 
caught through the air.

I had never thought, until the more recent years of my adulthood, 
that to be given a cluster of letters to describe you is, in a way, a gift. 
To be told by someone, by a Professional, by a someone with a kind of 
higher power knowledge, that here, this is what you are, I have found 
it. What you are, it has a name. What you are can be simplified into 
bite-sized acronyms, into something as small as individual letters. Look, 
they tell us, I have simplified it for you. What you are, it has an answer, 
has a Wikipedia page, has a pill.

There is no acronym for what my mother has.
One might suggest PTSD, but my mother is insistent on the lack of 

concrete trauma she experienced. There was no abuse, no particular 
scenes that stand out in her mind as grotesque or cruel or particularly 
shocking. There was only a slow burn of pain that followed her from 
the family of her past to the family of her present.

One might suggest depression, and in only these most recent 
years, I could be more inclined to agree. I suppose I agree that, in 
her current state, that my mother is dealing with depression. The 
problem is that the depression is the byproduct, the depression 
is not the source.
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I consider myself lucky, in my deepest points of pain, to be able to 
point to an acronym and say, that is it, that is the source. When I am 
significantly depressed, I may point at the letters B and P and D, or O 
and C and D, or G and A and D  and say that is it, it’s just some letters, 
it is out of my hands.

When my mother is significantly depressed, what simple, concise, 
perfectly packaged answer might she point back to?

There is an answer, but it is not simple. It does not flow right off the 
tongue in a second the way BPD does, the way OCD does, the way 
ADHD does, the way GAD does.

My mother would have to point to the alcohol that consumed her 
father’s brain and body. She would have to point to the fear that con-
sumed her mother over her father’s deterioration. She would have to 
point to each sibling, each with their own, individual, slow-burning 
pain, that forced them apart. She would have to point to the husband 
who took her far away, until the land met the ocean and they could go 
no farther, with the promise of mundanity, and then could not keep 
it. She would have to point to the son who struggled his way through 
school, through relationships, through jobs, who struggled his way 
through failure after failure and never forgave himself. She would have 
to point to the daughter who kept her up at night with her cries, not as 
a baby, but as a fully grown woman. She would have to point to herself, 
having never convinced herself that all of this, all of it, past and pres-
ent, was not something she could have fixed for all of us, simplified it 
to a point so simple that not even letters would be needed to explain it, 
simplified to nothing, simplified to normal.

Years ago, I called my mother after a check-up with my psychiatrist, told 
her they wanted to switch my medication from Celexa to Prozac, and I 
had to hold the phone away from my ear due to her cries of what and 
why and why on Earth are they putting you on Prozac.

It took me a minute to understand why something that meant 
almost nothing to me could be so horrible to her. Celexa and 
Prozac do the same job, just with some variations in reactions 
and side effects.

And then I realized that it was simply that she could recognize the 
name. That Prozac was what they gave to crazy people in the movies. 
Prozac equates to crazy. No one on TV is prescribed Celexa, because 
it wouldn’t get the message across to the audience of normal people 
craving the fictional suffering of others. Even when I type Celexa, it 
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comes with a little red line underneath, as if it were a nonsense word, 
because it is. Prozac can be typed with no little red line, because it has 
transcended itself from nonsense to cultural reality. Celexa is nonsense 
and Prozac is real.

In my mother’s mind, while I was on Celexa, all my breakdowns 
and mania and catatonia and nerves could be chalked up to nonsense, 
and we could laugh and laugh. If I were on Prozac, it would be real. 
Her daughter being crazy would be the official reality. Her daughter, 
the youngest of her past and present families, her last hope, officially 
crazy like the rest.

A year ago, my mother came to me with a secret, afraid, the green eyes 
she had inherited from her father, wide and unblinking, as they stared 
into the blue ones that I had inherited from mine. She came to me with 
a terrible secret, presented it to me with such precious delicacy, such 
shame, such embarrassment, such fear.

What she had to tell me, was that she was seeing a therapist.
That’s all? I replied. That’s great, I replied. I am so proud, I replied. 
Why is that great and why are you proud? She had switched quickly 

from fragility to hardened shock.
I explained all the good therapy had ever done for me, my be-

lief that everyone should have a therapist, no matter their condi-
tion, letters or no letters, that it was a wonderful thing to have an 
objective outsider to confide in, someone to untangle your mess of 
thoughts and wind them up neatly, help decipher fact from fiction, 
help at all.

She explained that this meant she was crazy.
I did not point out that this was a blatant, if backwards, accusation 

towards myself, towards all of us, because this was not about myself, 
not about us. At last, this was about her.

I could recall being seventeen and seeing my first therapist, could re-
call my certainty that this meant I was crazy, could recall telling myself 
so many times that I was crazy, crazy, crazy.

I could recall learning for myself, slowly, over time, that I was not 
crazy. Not in the way I had assumed. Not in the way in which crazy 
means that there is me and there is everyone else.

I could recall learning for myself that there is not me and every-
one else. There is everyone, including me. Everyone, just fucking crazy. 
Everything, an incoherent jumble, mashed together, nonsensical, all of 
us swimming in alphabet soup.
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So I did not correct her; I let her call herself crazy, whatever that 
word may have meant to her at the time, and only told her it was time 
she joined the club.

Do not tell your father, she told me. Do not tell your brother, she told 
me. This is a secret just for us, she told me.

My father, my brother, me, all of us, damaged minds prodded at for 
years by doctors, but she could not and would not tell my father, nor my 
brother, had barely wanted to tell me. Her embarrassment confused me, 
and I pictured my mother, with her green eyes, walking up to a herd of 
other people who also had green eyes, unable to bear to tell them that 
her eyes were green too, though it was so obvious, though it was clear 
as day right there on her face.

One month later, my mother came to me again, with a secret worse than 
the last, her eyes wider, her shame greater.

Her doctor had prescribed her Prozac and what did this mean and 
what should she do.

I told her what it meant was that she was sad and that what she 
should do was take it, one little pill once a day, along with a glass of 
water and some food and her usual daily vitamin.

She asked what would happen.
What will happen, I told her, is that slowly, you will feel better. You 

will not feel happy, not because of the one little pill anyway, you will 
not be a new person; you will not cease to recognize yourself in the mir-
ror, you will not solve all of your problems, you will not find the answer 
to the meaning of life, you will not understand your husband and he 
will not understand you, you will not understand your family past nor 
present, you will not make them normal, you will not cease their mad-
ness nor their sadness, but, you may acknowledge your own madness, 
you may acknowledge your own sadness, and then, you will feel better, 
which is the best any of us can ever ask for. You will feel better.

But, she replied.
But there is nothing wrong, she replied.

One month ago, my mother had been complaining of headaches and 
of dizziness.

One month ago, my mother casually mentioned to me that she had 
stopped taking her Prozac, and perhaps that was why she was feeling 
so off, and I asked if she had talked to her doctor about it first, and she 
said she had not, and I asked if she had weaned herself off of it, and she 
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said she had not, that she had simply stopped, cold turkey. She said that 
it was time to go back to being normal. And she laughed, just a little, 
and I did not laugh with her.

And I tried to tell her. I tried to tell her that normal was not head-
aches and dizziness from sudden withdrawal. Normal was not aban-
doning medical instructions. Normal was not calling yourself crazy. 
Normal was not sniffling alone in your room at night, not pretend-
ing to be asleep when you hear a knock at the door. Normal was 
not constant exhaustion. Normal was not the belief that you could 
have fixed all of this, all of us, past and present. Normal was not 
the belief that you had anything to fix. Normal was not the cer-
tainty that this was all avoidable, not the certainty that where the 
land met the ocean you would at last find mundanity. Normal was 
not the belief in mundanity. Normal was not the seeking of normal. 
Normal was nothing.

Normal was nothing. Normal does not exist, not for our family, not 
for any family, and none of this, nothing, past or present or ever, has 
been or ever will be normal, whether you take the little pill once a day 
or not, so please, please just take the little pill that makes you feel better. 
Not normal. Just better, the best that we can ever ask to be.

Not normal. Just better.

My mother was the youngest child of five, born to an alcoholic father 
and a mother prone to mental breakdowns. I feel it is important to 
end there.

My mother was born, perfectly normal, to abnormal parents, during 
a horrific snowstorm in the middle of April, which, even in Chicago, 
everyone had declared to be truly abnormal.

My mother was born, perfectly normal, and thrust immediately and 
forever into abnormality.

As was her father, and her mother, and each of the siblings she 
no longer talks to and the one sister that she still does, and her 
husband, and her son, and her daughter. It was so before all of 
us, and will continue in this manner long after all of us. Past, and 
present, and ever.

There are those of us who are lucky to be told who we are, to be 
told that what we are, it has a name, one that can be simplified into 
acronyms, into letters, there you go, it’s that easy. It’s that easy until 
your simple letters are confined into tight spaces with the simple letters 
of others, until your letters and acronyms get all mixed together and 
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suddenly it is not so simple, suddenly you are living in alphabet soup 
and you can only scream and cry and pout, and as much as all of this, 
you can only laugh.

And then there are those of us, like my mother, who are convinced 
they are still normal, for they have been given nothing, and yet they 
have been given everything, all at once. There is my mother, treading 
broth, and each time her mouth comes up for air, she is laughing, but 
she is also gradually swallowing little bits of soup at a time, until the 
illness not inherent to her body has managed to fill her up anyway, 
to fill her mind.

And there is no avoiding it, not for as long as you are breathing, there 
is no avoiding all of this nonsense, all of this alphabet soup.



Orange Floral
Jasmin Zavala Canchola; acrylic on canvas



The Witch
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Drinking on the Red River
Connie Tang; digital painting



Phantasma Azul
Angel Rodriguez; gouache on canvas



Poetry is a form that is so important—and not just to us, but to writing 
itself. Poetry takes diction and storyline into the microcosm, challeng-
ing writers to be intentful with every decision they make. Each word, 
caesura, and mark of punctuation drives toward a singular goal: to 
reveal a window into the poet’s lived experience.

In this unprecedented time, we were regrettably unable to hold the 
DeClercq and Markos Poetry Contests as they had existed in earlier 
issues. Poetry published within Occam’s Razor was previously chosen 
by contest judges; in this issue, however, the editors held an open sub-
mission period in which we were able to gather the diverse array of 
poems you see here.

This segment of Issue 38—and the excellent writing which follows—is 
evidence that talent will never falter in the face of adversity. From our 
team to your family, we hope you enjoy these next pages.

WARMLY,

Skyler Ramirez
Jimmy Tamimi

a note on poetry
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Is it Wednesday? Sunday? Monday?
Daily tasks quickly become mundane
If I have to find one more useless hobby,
I’m going
to go
insane

Fluidity in our living, anxiety is rising
I wanna see my friends
Hug my mom
But that would be compromising

Phone, wallet, keys, and don’t forget your mask
Wash your hands, keep six feet, put the curve in our grasp
Repetitive rules, curfews, Zoom to connect us fast
Then we ask ourselves: how long is this going to last?

Two weeks spent self-isolating, and now it’s already spring
Happy quarantine anniversary
No one plans on celebrating
Merely waiting for the day we’re back to “normal” existing

Nothing is new, a cycle that is the same
A never-ending day
Wake up,
Eat,
Go to sleep,
Repeat—Do it all again.

a cycle that
is the same

J. A. Franco
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There’s a place where magic exists
where the sun rises and sets at your whim.
Whole countries are made in seconds
or destroyed, if that’s what you prefer.

This world is familiar to me, comforting.
I can see the plains of infinity
a canvas waiting for its creator.
And to its delight, I have many ideas. 

With a thought, an ocean is filled.
I move it west. More aesthetically pleasing.
A meadow grows to the east
and generations of newly created farmers tend it.

I look to the sky and know that it will never rain.
The sun shines down behind white clouds
illuminating unknown civilizations on the horizon.
Perhaps I’ll go exploring today.

I take my first steps and under my feet
I can feel the world breathe.
The trees dance under rolling hills
completely in time to my own breaths.

The World Within
Lindsey Halfen
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My world amazes me.
The roads lead nowhere yet can lead anywhere.
I am alone yet always in good company.
There is nothing to do yet I can do everything I ever dreamed of.

In this place, I know nothing will hurt me.
Nothing—

Thunder crashes above my head.
My world recoils in fear.
It’s no longer breathing. It’s dying. 
It was never supposed to rain.

My eyes reopen in a new world.
This world is different. It’s dark and cold.
This canvas has already been painted over.
The only breathing I feel is my own.

I look to the sky and am met with only a ceiling.
A storm batters against my bedroom window,
but no matter what I want
I know it will never stop raining.

This world frightens me.
The roads lead somewhere, but nowhere I want to be.
I am surrounded by people, yet I am alone.
I want to do many things, but they could never be done here.

I close my eyes and am comforted by blankness.
Take me back. A prayer, a spell, a plea.
Take me back to where magic exists
because I’ll find none here.



occam’srazor / 66

What if I woke up this morning, and felt confident in myself? 
Looked at my reflection in the mirror, 
and for once felt the joy of loving it? 
What if I put on that cute yellow sundress in the back of my closet, 
twirled to no end, underneath the shining sun? 

What if I woke up this morning, 
unafraid to leave my home, unafraid to live courageously? 
What if I actually got out of bed this morning, and
woke up to a day that didn’t feel so still? 
A day where I didn’t feel apathetic to the
passions and hobbies I onced loved. 
A day where I didn’t pinch my extra layers of fat. 

What if I woke up this morning and dyed my hair 
all the colors of a rainbow, 
had the most beautiful animals tattooed along my body? 
I want to feel the adrenaline rush of riding a tall roller coaster.
Feel the fear in my bones, just before I jump off a tall cliff, 
and into a clear blue ocean. 
I want to walk along the edge of a tall skyscraper, 
with my eyes closed,
feel the wind against my face, 
to tremble. 

I want to know what it is to dream, what it means to love.
What it means to be loved. 
I want to feel adored, admired, passionately, unconditionally. 

Wishful Thinking
Jasmine Maharaj
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I want to hold the hands of a beautiful soul;
to be held in their arms, embraced. 

I want to feel fulfilled
to know that my purpose in life is true, and is real
to know that I am not just a body
taking up a small speck of space in the universe.

I woke up this morning, to a sky 
full of tears. 
I woke up, wanting to run barefoot, 
through the streets of my neighborhood
in the pouring rain.
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On a Tuesday in November
you wake to find your stomach gnarled

On a Wednesday in November
you wake to find your muscles rigid

On a Thursday in November
you wake to find your fingers trembling

On a Friday in November
you wake to find your brain asleep

On a Saturday in November
you allow your lungs a breath

Election
Emma Mundorff
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Your head pressed against the train window
as though your bones are weary
Your precious few belongings in the
worn, black trash bag you carry

The rips in your loose, black jacket
and the brown tint to your blue jeans
The way you ignore the taunting calls
of those cruel, stupid teens

A buzzing fly that touches down
upon your dark, greasy locks
A hole in your tennis shoe
revealing old, stained socks

How your eyes seem glazed over
forever lost in your own memories
How your presence makes others 
recoil in discomfort and unease

You mutter to yourself, quietly
speaking to ghosts, your voice low
You exist on this train only 
because you have nowhere else to go

10:37 to
Powell Street

Isabel Poquiz
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The indecent indigos spread, and suffocate.
They consume the sun, then let out 
an obsidian sigh, until
morning when the orb regains its place

New farmers stood still
baggy headed, with a smile
that was plastic and cold
Guarded the plush plump peaches

The dusty old farmer laughed at us
as our fruitful days
turned to barren nights

But when cleansing rains came 
and the new farmers
began to disintegrate 

Then the stone fruit lay mush
in the field of drupe trees 
The “scarecrows”
lay shredded, torn and defeated
Our beaks dripped the sweet iridescent juice

Aves Rebellion
Jimmy Tamimi
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First, The
Self-Mutilation

Van Gogh’s
hand armed with a razor
rapidly roughly
savagely, sliced cartilage,
Until an ear severed in its entirety 
was held in his pink palm.

Paranoia, hallucinations 
Opened eyed nightmares
tormented thoughts to kill
to end it all birthed a night,
A Starry Night

A night captured 
within asylum walls

A sky formed of flowing curves of
bouncing blue blending hues

Thin warped lines
whirl weary waves
that circuit
yellow yearning stars

Severed Sky
Jimmy Tamimi
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Sharp thick lines, form a 
silent village

And a—
Cypress tree 
still-lifed
sees it all
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His hands search his pockets nervously
He looks at the all-powerful Machine
then presents it his plastic tribute
 
He wants to go out tonight
He reads his balance on the screen
2.95
 
He wants to take her out
Show her he still really cares
2.95
 
He retreats to his car, 
the gas is almost empty
2.95
 
He wants a cold drink 
is it enough, barely
2.95

The Part-time 
Cashier’s Dilemma

Jimmy Tamimi
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Are what I remember from time to time.

My mother’s yell,
“¡No dejes que se acercen! ¡Se van a caer!”
Resonates within my mind
and reminds me of that day many years ago.

When we stood looking out at the sea
that spread out as far as our eyes could see.

… when I enjoyed the heat of the sun.

And I remember:

The feel of the grass underneath my sneakers
as I trampled around in childish wonder
upon that cliff above the sea.

Breaking my mother’s heart
with the power of my whims and tantrums
as I danced to notes only I can hear
On the precipice of tradition and uncertainty,
reaching a crescendo at the uplift of my heart.

Happy Days
Ellen Zavala
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I wake up thinking the wrong brother died.

I’m probably going to wake up like this for the rest of my life. The 
thought throws my stomach across the room and out the window. I’ll 
pick it up later, I guess. I can’t imagine what the rest of my life is going 
to look like being half of a complete set.

That’s a lie, all I’ve been doing is imagining the worst things that 
could happen. I imagine it like this.

Every day, after waking up, I’m going to look at my brother’s side of 
the room, messy and untouched, and realize the wound isn’t closing. 
It’s as big as the day I lost him. He’s not coming home late after a night 
of hanging out with his friends. He’s not going to tell me the crazy night 
he’s had, and I’m not going to sit here listening, thinking, Damn, I wish 
you’d taken me with you.

I’m going to miss Castor, his voice, the way he tilts his head and 
smirks at you when he thinks you’re being funny. I’m going to miss the 
way he would get so excited about a song he had found. I’m going to 
miss how he would describe in great detail how it made him feel. I’m 
going to miss getting irritated at him for playing that song on repeat for 
days. I should’ve never gotten annoyed at that because now the music 
is gone. Sure I can play my music, but I miss his.

How do I fix this? How do I fix me? I don’t even think I’m alive some-
times. I’m just a shadow of my brother, not being able to hide behind 
him anymore. Barely eating, barely sleeping, barely human.

I don’t think anyone ever solves the grief of death. I think people 
learn to cope, but there’s never really an answer to it. The answer to 
the equation becomes much more elusive when you lose your identical 
twin brother. My literal partner in life. We entered life together, synced 
together with our heartbeats. Now he’s gone, leaving just my heart to 
beat on, weakly, not even sure if it’s beating on time.

I Forgot the
Last Thing I Said

Arthur Arboleda
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Either way, surviving or coping, I’ve been doing a horrible job.
I roll over my bed, feeling heavy and slow. I stare at my digital clock 

and try to force it to go faster. I squint my eyes at it as if to say please, 
but time doesn’t care.

You know what phrase I hate? I bet you’ve heard it, guaranteed. 
“Time heals all wounds.”
I hate that.
Time doesn’t heal the wound, it makes you forget it was there. The 

wound doesn’t heal, you just learn to be broken after a while.
My digital clock informs me it’s 3:00 Am. I nod at it, as if to say 

thank you, and get to work. If I stay in bed any longer, I might just stay 
here forever.

I start with making my bed. There’s a specific way my mom likes 
my sheets done. I hate doing it. I don’t see why throwing everything 
in the corner doesn’t cut it, but if it makes her happy, I’ll do it. It’s 
the least I could do.

I look at the bed, with its comforter, blankets, and pillows in place. I 
think making your bed look this good would be pointless if you’re just 
going to come back at the end of the day and ruin it.

The clothes are next. I throw anything lying around into the laundry 
basket. There’s a ton of my shirts and underwear I’ve been stuck wear-
ing for days lying around. It’s the product ofstaying locked inside this 
room for a month or so. If chronic depression smelt like anything, it’d 
smell like this.

I’m digging under my brother’s bed when I find one of his favorite 
hoodies. It’s a green Hawaii hoodie from one of our family vacations. 
If you caught him leaving the house last minute, it was always in this 
hoodie. I put the hoodie on, pushing my head through the other side. I 
wrap my arms around myself and smell his hoodie, and it feels just like 
one of his hugs. For a moment, I believed he was still here.

We are identical, so if anyone catches me in his trademark hoodie, 
it’ll be like seeing a ghost. I definitely feel like a ghost at this point. 
I finish cleaning up most of the room. All that’s left is my brother’s bed.

Should I clean my brother’s bed? I’d feel like I’m erasing him out 
of existence. What’s more unfair to mom? That she wakes up to see 
both her sons just wiped out of existence, no history of us being here? 
Or is it worse to force her to clean up and put everything away, al-
most like she’s packing us away? I’d hate for her to come home and 
see that her two sons, Porter and Castor, are gone, and she still has 
to clean their room.
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I start cleaning my brother’s side of the room. I’d rather do it than her.

After making Castor’s bed, I start putting his things back in place—his 
guitar, shoes, backpacks. And with every item being put back, one by 
one, I erase me and my brother from our home.

I find one of his favorite books in his messenger bag, Catcher in 
the Rye, with a bookmark still in it. He was almost done. I slip the 
book into my bag, thinking if the book is on me when I go, maybe 
I could bring it to him. I don’t know what the rules are, but maybe 
they’re more forgiving up there than life was down here. Maybe he 
can finish this book. That thought comforts me, but as quickly as it 
comes, it’s gone.

I close our bedroom door quietly, doing my best not to wake up Mom.
Oh crap. Is it rude to leave without a letter? I didn’t get a letter from 

Castor, but I think that’s because he didn’t plan on dying. I try remem-
bering the last thing I said to Mom, hoping it was on good terms. I need 
my last words to be kind. I decide against it, and simply write “Love 
you mom” on the little whiteboard on our door.

I tiptoe downstairs, grab my shoes on the way, and head out.
Immediately, the cold slaps me in the face, telling me to slip back in 

bed and forget about this. My hands slide into my brother’s hoodie for 
warmth and I trek on. I parked my car a little farther from home so no 
one would hear me leave. It’s easier to say goodbye when everyone’s 
still asleep.

I slip my key into the car door and rush inside. I immediately turn 
on the car to warm it up and look up directions to Pacifica Bay. I know 
how to get there by heart, but I think knowing how far I have left would 
be nice. It’s a forty-five minute drive. I open up my music app and start 
a list of all my favorite songs. About forty-five minutes of my favorite 
songs. I press play and start driving.

The first song that comes on is “The Middle” by Jimmy Eat World. 

“Porter! You’re up next buddy, what’s your song request?”
Me, Castor, and a handful of our friends are at the beach with a fire 

set up as the sun begins to set. Ej, who always has a guitar on him, is 
trying to prove to everyone that he can play any song. He just blew us 
away with a crazy rendition of “Bohemian Rhapsody,” so I give him 
an easy request.

“I got a real hard one for you bud,” I say, smiling. Ej imitates a scared 
face but laughs when I tell him to play “The Middle.”
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Castor points at me from across our huddled circle and yells, “Aww! 
You asked for our favorite song? I was going to say that!”

“You can ask him to sing it again when it’s your turn,” I throw back at 
him, smiling. Ej starts playing what is admittedly an easy guitar song, 
but maybe easy is what we need for now.

“Hey, don’t you write yourself off yet!” We start singing. We’re loud nat-
urally, but when it comes to singing we go all out.

When we get to the chorus, we’re practically screaming.
“Everything, everything will be just fine. Everything, everything will be all 

right.” That’s when Castor runs to me, cutting through the middle of the 
group, to grab me up and starts jumping to the song. As soon as we’re 
up and jumping, everyone else gets the same idea. We’ll jump and sing 
as loud as we can, for as long as we can.

I catch myself smiling as the song takes me back to one of my favor-
ite memories with Castor. I wished that was the last day I spent with 
him. Then it wouldn’t really be that bad would it, to be sent off after 
a really good day?

If I’m being really honest, I can’t remember what my last day with 
Castor was. Every time I try to think back to it, I’m bombarded with 
sore memories. What drives me mad the most is that I don’t remember 
the last thing I said to him. It kills me not knowing what it is. It kills 
me even more thinking that the last thing I told him might’ve been 
something hurtful. I look up into the rearview mirror to make sure it’s 
adjusted and I see that there’s nothing behind me. The road disappears 
behind me as I drive on. There’s no going back. Then I catch myself in 
the reflection, but it’s not me. It’s my brother, in his favorite hoodie, eyes 
locked into mine. We’re identical, but I always thought he had better 
eyes. The tradeoff is I’m just a little taller than him. I’d give up those 
couple of inches if it meant I could see his kind eyes again.

A couple more songs pass by, and I sing along to them, think-
ing this’ll be the last time I’ll be able to. It’s a good mix of alterna-
tive rock; Green Day, All American Rejects, Fall Out Boy, The Killers. 
They’re all remnants of the emo phase me and my brother admit-
tedly never grew out of. The song distracts me from what is oth-
erwise a horrific drive. The drive to Pacific Bay is dark, foggy, and 
surrounded by trees way bigger than you. It makes me feel lost and 
small, which isn’t very different from how I’ve been feeling. I start 
screaming out all the lyrics once I really get into it. I sing songs that 
are too hard or too high for me to sing, but I feel no shame in belting 
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out my last couple of songs. I sing for so long and so loud that my 
throat begins to tear a little. I’m already a little more than halfway 
done with my drive when “All These Things That I’ve Done” by The 
Killers come on.

I’m just trying to listen to the damn song in the car, but Castor 
won’t drop the argument. “I don’t have to tell you everything!” I yell 
over The Killers. We’re on the way home from a party, and it was 
anything but chill. I told one of my best friends earlier that week that 
I was gay, and guess what, he wasn’t being a really good friend by 
telling people. Everyone had their game of telephone, and it was the 
hot gossip at the party.

“Okay fine, I get that,” Castor says, using too many hand gestures. He 
tends to do that whenever he gets flustered.

“I don’t need to know everything about you, but you know …  you 
coming out is pretty big. I just thought you’d want to tell someone you 
really trusted.”

Annoyed, I shoot back with, “Are you assuming I didn’t tell some-
body I trust?”

“Well, yeah, the person you told ended up telling everybody.”
Ouch. He has a point, but ouch.
Castor looks at me softly, knowing he struck me while I was down. 

“I’m so—” he begins, but I cut him off. 
“Don’t think you know me, Castor.” I don’t even know why I’m this 

mad, but I keep going. “You may look like me, but you don’t know me. 
I don’t have to report everything I do or am to you. I’m allowed to keep 
secrets from you.”

Castor looks at me, obviously hurt. His eyes, always kind, look down 
to the floor. He turns over to face his door, away from me.

Then he says to himself quietly, but loud enough to pierce through 
the song, “Why would we need to keep secrets, though?”

The song ends and I realize I’ve been crying the whole time it’s been 
playing. The horror of that conversation sinks into me, digging in its 
claws, refusing to let go, the cold reality that the last thing I said to my 
brother was something cruel. One of the last things I did to my brother 
before he left was to hurt him.

That fight happened a little before he’d passed. About a week or so. 
And I remember not talking to him the whole time after that fight. I try 
my best to recall the last week. There must’ve been one more time that 
me and Castor spoke before he died. There has to be. I keep tracing over 



80 / occam’srazor

memories, but grief makes it hard to remember. I might end up doing 
something worse. I might imagine something that didn’t even happen 
just to ease my pain.

I pause the music, cutting it just a bit short before the end of the play-
list, and I sit in silence. I torture myself, replaying that car ride over and 
over again. I think about all the other things I could’ve told him instead. 
I could’ve said Sorry, I trust you. I could’ve even just come out to him 
myself. I could’ve just let him finish saying sorry.

And here I am, sitting in the same car with no one in the passenger seat.
I let the darkness of the drive torment me for the rest of the drive 

until I pull off at my exit, which isn’t too far from the pier.
I park and turn off the car, pull up the emergency brake as hard as I 

can, and lean my head against the wheel.
This car has taken care of me so many times. All the jokes I had with 

my brother in this car. The late-night drive-thru runs with way too 
many people in the car. When my first boyfriend broke up with me, I 
cried in this car for hours listening to the same songs I was just playing. 
I lightly kiss the steering wheel and say goodbye.

I open the door and immediately get slapped in the face again. Even 
harder. It’s freezing. Of course, it’s freezing, I’m at the pier. The com-
bination of the waves and the howling winds are so loud. It’s almost 
terrifying. Now the world is screaming at me to turn around and return 
to bed. It’s too late for that though. I already cleaned our room. I don’t 
think you can go back once you’ve started, but then I start thinking 
about my warm bed, and how easy it would be just to hide under the 
blankets to stay hidden again. I think about just sleeping through the 
day and how easy that would be. Then I’d do that the next day, and the 
next, and I’d end up in another regular routine of barely even existing, 
spending day after day sleeping and crying. At that point, what’s worse, 
fighting to barely exist, or not existing at all? I rid the thought of my 
warm bed and safe room, and trudge onward.

The pier isn’t too far from where I parked. In this cold though, it 
makes the walk a lot longer, so I pick up my pace.

I’m at the part of the boardwalk that I was looking for. It’s the last 
place anyone saw Castor alive. Me, Castor, and my mom used to come 
here when we were younger. Of course, back then our visits included 
a lot more sun, and the waves were kinder. I look down and the waves 
aren’t kind today. It’s okay, I didn’t expect them to be. The world hasn’t 
been very kind for a long time.
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Tomorrow is our birthday. We are eighteen and tomorrow I turn 
nineteen. My brother will stay eighteen, and every year after that, I’ll 
grow farther and farther apart from him. I don’t think I can stand to 
let that distance between us grow. If I could give him half of my years, 
we’d split it even between us. Even if it wouldn’t be that long, I’d rather 
have my life with him than this, year after year, growing farther and 
farther from him.

He’d call me stupid for even thinking about something like that, but 
I guess I am that stupid.

I step onto the first wood railing, holding on to the streetlight pole 
next to it. I balance myself a little more before stepping on top of the 
railing. The wood creeks as I apply pressure onto it. This wood railing 
could give way at any moment.

I get both my feet on the unstable railing and look over again at the 
waves. If the fall doesn’t kill me, the rocks can have a go at me. I try 
steadying my footing, but I can’t stop shaking. I look over again to see 
if the waves have gotten kinder, but I can’t focus. My vision is coming 
in and out. It’s getting harder to breathe.

I start to panic about the traffic tickets my car would get, and Mom 
might have to pay. I’m trying to be as brave as I can, but I can feel tears 
sliding down my cheeks. I don’t even know if I want to die, but the 
thought won’t stop bothering me. I don’t want to die, but I don’t want to 
be around to feel all of this pain. I’m just so tired, I’m tired all the time, 
but I sleep all the time.

I keep telling myself it’ll get better, but it’s all the same.
I spend day after day planning to do things, get better.
I just get up every damn day and it’s the same thing.
I wake up thinking the wrong brother died.
I should’ve at least let him say sorry.
I should’ve said something nicer.
I should’ve written a letter.
I left our mom alone.
I think I’m done.
I shut my eyes.
I lean over.
I let go.

“Hey!”

The shock from the yell and there being another person nearby shocks 
me into grabbing onto the pole with both arms.
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I look over my right shoulder, and below me, on the wooden deck, is 
a guy staring at me with wide and cautious eyes. His arms are stretched 
towards me, ready to pull me back if he needs to.

“Hey,” I reply, switching between looking at him and over the edge.
“What are you doing up there, buddy?” he replies.
Lying myself out of this would be too hard and useless, so I choose 

honesty. “Honestly, man, I don’t know.” Feeling the need to be courte-
ous, I ask him, “Uh, so, what are you doing ?”

His face contorts from concern to confusion, as if what he was doing 
was more important than my situation. I just want to know why he’s 
up so early, too.

He gestures at his clothes, which I realize are running attire, and he 
says, “I’m just going for my daily jog, and then I saw you standing up 
here, and I thought I should check to see if you were okay.” It looks like 
he was in the middle of his run because he has a bit of a sweat going on.

Kindness. Kindness wasn’t something I was expecting coming here. 
Trying to stay balanced and being attacked by the cold take their toll on 
my muscles, and my legs start to shake. Seeing this, the runner extends 
an arm to me while inching closer.

“Can I help you down?” he asks, his voice trembling just a little bit. I 
guess we’re both a little scared.

“Please,” I reply while nodding my head in small repetitions.
I take one last look over the edge, no longer feeling the urge to jump. 

I take his warm hand, and he grasps it tight, making sure that if I do 
change my mind, he’d be able to act quickly.

Once my feet land on the ground, my knees give up under my grav-
ity, and I stumble onto the ground.

My breathing is hard and erratic, not realizing I was barely breathing 
while balancing on the fence. I feel his hand pat my back.

“Hey, c’mon, take big deep breaths,” he says.
I do as he says.

“Good, good,” he coos, “now breathe out slowly. Feel how great each 
breath feels.” I do what he says and he’s right. It feels good to breathe.

Once he helps me get my breathing down, he asks me something I 
wasn’t prepared to answer.

“Why were you up there? Were you trying to die?”
I choose honesty again. I’m too tired to give anything but the truth 

at this point. No one really asks you these kinds of questions to your 
face, but his kindness makes it easy, to be honest. “Not …  really,” I say 
embarrassed. “No.”
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His face softens. He stands up and once again extends his hand to 
me, “Well c’mon, man, let’s get you home then.”

He helps me up and asks me if I live far; about a forty-five minute 
drive, I tell him. “That’s quite a drive,” he says. “I hope it was worth it.”

He’s walking me to my car when he says, “Hey, give me your phone 
number.” I ask why and he says, “Because I want to know if you made 
it home safe or not.”

I give him my phone number and he says, “Okay, good, let me send 
you a text so you have mine.”

In no time, a little bubble with his number at the top pops up. His 
message just says hey. I show him my phone and he nods.

We get to my car. I open the door to sit inside, and warm up the car 
again. “Hey,” I say before driving back home, “Thanks again, I really 
do appreciate the help.”

He smiles at me and says, “Sure thing, man. Make sure you text me 
when you get home.” He closes the car door and I sit there, stunned.

That’s the last thing I said to my brother. It was the day I lost him. I 
saw him with his group of friends at a Target. They were going out for 
the night, while I was going to stay in. Even when we’re still fighting, 
we always tell each other to text when they get home. And it’s the last 
thing both of us said to each other.

I never got that text. He’s never coming back home. But in our last 
moment, I’m glad we still let each other know we cared, even in the 
smallest ways.

Before I drive off, I plug in my phone to play music. I don’t set a 
playlist of songs, instead I just press shuffle. It takes a bit of strength to 
release the emergency brake, but I eventually get there. I grab hold of 
the wheel I kissed goodbye moments ago, pull it all the way to the left, 
and gas into a U-turn.

I’m driving back home, the same exact way back, but the sun has 
started to peek through a bit. I didn’t even know I drove past all these 
trees and hills earlier, and something about them makes me smile. I 
spend the rest of my drive taking in all these details. Large looming 
trees covering me from the sun, large green hills that open up to me 
when I drive through.

The songs that play aren’t all my favorite, but I don’t skip one. I just 
enjoy listening to what comes up. In no time, I arrive home.

I park my car right in front of the house since I don’t have a reason 
to hide anymore. When I open my car door and step outside, the sun 
has warmed up the neighborhood. Overall, it just feels easier to exist. 
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I’m jogging up to the door when I get a ding on my phone. It’s a random 
number, but I’m assuming it’s the runner.

Home?
Home. I quickly reply to him, keeping my promise.

I take off my shoes and run back upstairs. My plan is to go back to sleep 
and hopefully pretend nothing happened.

Just as I’m opening my door, I hear my mom call from down the 
hallway. “What are you doing up so early, honey?”

My body tenses as I’m not sure if I can lie my way out of this one 
either, but I try anyway. “I just went running really quick,” I say, lying 
through my teeth.

My mom smiles as she comes up to me and brushes my hair to the 
side.

“Thank god you’re finally out and getting some air,” she says warmly.
She looks at me for a second before coming in for a hug. I hug her 

back and realize we should hug our mothers more.
She lets go, looks beyond me, and steps towards the room.

“Oh look at that; you even cleaned your room.”
Now I’m really glad I didn’t write a letter.
I get settled into my room and look around for a bit. Seeing my room 

clean like this makes it easier for me to breathe. Cleaning your room 
doesn’t fix everything, but damn, the small breath I can take right now 
feels great.

I get ready to toss my pack onto the desk chair and I remember 
Castor’s book is still in there. I pull the book out and run the pages 
through my thumb, feeling each page my brother read through until 
I get to where his bookmark is placed. He stopped on 252, chapter 25. 
The first line reads, “When I got outside, it was just getting light out. It 
was pretty cold, too, but it felt good because I was sweating so much.”

I smile because I remember the runner and his plea for me to stay.
I sit on my desk chair, pull the bookmark from its last place, flip over 

to page one, and start from the beginning.
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Tom & Andrew,

I won’t be home for quite some time … years probably. I have gone 
away to Canada, where I will roam the lands alone on my motor- 
cycle. A few weeks ago, a tragic misfortune occurred in my life. I 
won’t bother explaining it because I don’t see the point. You proba-
bly wouldn’t understand it, anyway. The purpose of this journey is to 
try and put my past behind me, and to get over what happened. I’m 
simply too depressed to go on living my normal life in Seattle. Don’t 
bother coming to look for me because you’ll never find me, and I 
don’t need anybody at the moment. I don’t think you’re going to need 
me, either. My days as a drummer in Tri-Power were fun while they 
lasted, but now is the time to put that behind me, as well. Consider 
me retired.

Sincerely,
Johnny

You place the printed email in the front pocket of your backpack and 
constantly think to yourself: Why? Why would Johnny leave us like this 
and not tell us what happened? Why would he be absent from our lives for 
over a month?

But you do know what happened. You remembered how you felt 
when a friend told you that Johnny’s wife and teenage daughter were 
killed in a car accident on a snowy evening. The vehicle drove off a 
cliff after slipping on a large patch of black ice. When you heard the 
news, you felt as if somebody sucked the air right out of you and 
deflated your heart.

Your mind soon wanders back to the present. So far, you have 
reached Smithers, British Columbia, where your drummer was born 

The Storm
of Sadness

Casey Bolls
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and raised. You came here because you knew somehow, deep in your 
heart, this is where you would find him. Johnny would never answer 
his cell no matter how many times you called and you knew that he 
often visited this part of Canada by himself. Your guitarist drinks a 
six-pack or sucks down hard, bitter cocktails every evening, which 
is why you came alone. You kickstart the motorcycle, rev the motor, 
and continue your journey. Your only wish is that you could find your 
drummer alive—before something seriously bad happens to him. You 
circle back to the fields and scan them once again, then turn your head 
at the sound of a loud train horn blaring as long as it can. You shield 
your eye against the blinding sun and see your beloved drummer, 
standing right in the tracks as the train was approaching him, making 
no attempt to get out of the way.

Going away to Canada was more difficult than I thought it would be. 
I was constantly visiting the British Columbia wilderness and trying 
hard to fight off any traumatic thoughts. Sometimes it would be too 
overwhelming for me to stay in my cheap motel room. If this happened, 
I would go to my handmade wooden lean-to deep in the woods to sleep. 
Mostly I stayed out in the woods on this trip. Unfortunately, I didn’t 
have my drumset with me to distract from my emotional troubles. 
Instead, I resorted to busying myself another way, by cutting bark on 
the trees, a less painful alternative to doing the same to my own wrists. 
Even then, I was feeling terribly hopeless, misunderstood, and isolated 
from everybody in my life. Despite the deep feelings of isolation, I re-
fused to go back to Seattle because I didn’t want to deal with the mem-
ories of Georgie and Julie.

By the time I had been in the Canadian woodlands for over three 
weeks, I was so slumped into my depression that I felt as if my mind 
was lost in a storm of sadness. I was literally trying to run away from 
the loss of my wife and daughter, but I ended up feeling worse than 
I was before. This eventually led me to think that my own life was 
meaningless now. So, on a quiet afternoon, I came across some railroad 
tracks in the middle of nowhere. I stared at it for quite some time and 
then heard the roaring horn of a train in the distance. It was calling 
out to me somehow. I took this as a sign that I had finally found a 
way out from all of this torment. And so, I gradually stepped on the 
track, silently awaiting my fate. As the train moved closer, I closed my 
eyes and stood still without moving an inch, flooded with memories 
of my loving family.
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“No, Johnny! Don’t do it!”
The roar of a motorcycle and that pleading, desperate cry pushed 

me away from my thoughts and forced me back into reality. I turned 
my head to the right and saw Tom leaping from his bike. Just before 
the train could hit me, Tom courageously pushed me away from the 
railroad tracks. We both tumbled away from the tracks and held on 
to each other as the wheels of the train clicked past us. After some 
time, the train continued on its way off in the distance without any 
trouble or a care.

When we could no longer hear the train, I slowly got back on my feet 
and stared at my rescuer.

“Tom?” I gasped. “What the hell are you doing all the way here 
in Canada?”

Tom stood up and looked straight into my eyes. Before I could say 
anything else, he started to chew me out in rage.

“Are you out of your fucking mind?” he admonished. “You just left 
and abandoned everyone you love as if we meant absolutely nothing to 
you! You made us worried sick! And then you attempt to kill yourself? 
What the fuck were you thinking, Johnny?”

The whole time Tom was yelling at me, I did not dare to open my 
mouth, for the sudden tirade came as a shock to my system. Tom never 
gets angry. On top of that, Tom had done something that was unthink-
able for someone who was normally soft-spoken and patient. He never 
yells, and I couldn’t believe I was hearing the shit that came out of his 
mouth! He never uses words like that. That’s what made me realize 
immediately that Tom really, really meant business.

“If it weren’t for me, you would’ve been dead!” Tom continued to 
shout. “Don’t you realize that we’re going through such a hard time 
right now? Your actions almost made it worse! I understand that you’re 
in a lot of pain right now, but the point is, you never gave a shit about 
our pain! You never gave a shit about our feelings! You never gave a 
shit about us!” Almost instantly after yelling this out, Tom stopped his 
ranting, and looked at me as if he was staring through my hurting soul. 
He then began to soften his tone just a bit. “I … I’m sorry …” he said 
softly. “I … I’m just scared for you, Johnny. You need help. You need to 
find a better way to deal with all of this.” He sniffled and sighed heav-
ily, and I noticed that his eyes were beginning to water up. “I … I don’t 
know what Andrew and I would do without you, Johnny,” he said as 
a single tear spilled from one of his eyes and trickled down his face. 

“You’re our friend.”
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This was it, it finally hit me. I don’t know whether it was my 
immediate guilt for attempting suicide, the tiny tear, or the fact that 
Tom called me his friend. What I do know is … the sadness was starting 
to catch up with me. I struggled to hold it back, as I had once made a 
promise to never cry, but a tear had already escaped from the corner of 
one of my eyes. I quickly wiped it away, but Tom had already noticed it. 
I used all the power I had to hold back the rest of my tears, but it was all 
too much for me this time. My closed lips burst open, and I was crying 
for the first time in nearly forty years. To my surprise, Tom never said 
anything negative about my tears. Instead, he silently walked right up 
to me and gently wrapped his arms around me. This was all it took 
to be able to tell myself: I know a way out of this storm … I’m closer to 
reaching the rainbow.
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“Marian Edith Zion!”
“For the last fucking time, asshole, my name is M ARY!”
“Mar—”
“Oh shut up! JUST SHUT UP! You’re not my father so stop acting 

like you are!”
“Ma—”
“The time for you to stop talking is right now! Just leave me the hell 

alone!
“And just where the fuck do you think you’re go—”
“I DON’T K NOW! JUST GET THE FUCK AWAY FROM ME!”
She finally made it to her car, slamming and locking the door shut 

just in time for him to grab the handle. A steam hammer pounded 
in her chest, and her hands started to shake. No, she wasn’t out of 
the woods just yet, she couldn’t show weakness just yet. Her hands 
scrambled for the keys as he kept pounding at her window.

“Open this fucking door, you brat!” his fists rained down on her 
window as she started her car.

“You think you’re so fucking grown, don’t you? Get off your fucking 
high horse, Marian! Can’t believe I have to put with your shit even on 
the last day on Earth—”

She shook her head trying her best to just tune the violent volley 
of words out. Her car finally roared to life, and that little bit of self- 
assurance made her feel a little bolder. She finally locked eyes with him. 
She held up her middle finger before blowing a kiss with it towards him.

She backed out of the driveway. Oh that persistent fucker just 
wouldn’t give up, would he? He was seriously coming towards her, her, 
the woman armed with a black Cadillac.

Smart.
She had enough; she backed up a little more, before hitting the gas. 

It was a wonderful feeling, feeling that surge of vindictive glee swell 

Finally
Girelle Dizon



90 / occam’srazor

up in her chest to see pure, unadulterated fear flash in his eyes. She of 
course stopped the car before hitting him, for there was no joy to be 
found in killing her older brother. He instead fell on his ass, landing on 
the hard rough pavement. She made eye contact with him again, this 
time bringing up both middle fingers in the shape of a cross, before she 
finally drove away from her home.

The electricity thrumming in her veins eventually subsided the fur-
ther she got away from that house on Eden Grove. She didn’t know how 
long she drove or how far she drove; the only thing she could focus 
on was getting away. The only thing she could focus on was trying to 
calm herself down.

Inhale … exhale … inhale … exhale …
It did little to alleviate her pounding heart and shaky breath, but she 

needed to do something to keep herself in check.

Hmph, last day on Earth indeed. So what if she finally decided to break 
the silence she was forced to take for eleven years? So what if she finally 
brought every single last family member’s secrets, secrets of which 
the other four members pretended didn’t exist so that they could “be 
smart about it and keep the peace,” as her older sister would always 
say? So what if many other families across the world were begging for 
forgiveness for what they’ve done, just because there was a giant 
meteor headed for Earth? So fucking what!

If a person was truly sorry, they wouldn’t grovel for forgiveness on 
their deathbed, or last day on Earth or whatever! People who did that 
weren’t truly repentant; they only did it for themselves, so they could 
have some peace before they left this mortal coil. It was absolutely 
disgusting to Mary, that a person could still be so utterly wicked and 
selfish through and through even on their deathbed.

Her fingers grasped the steering wheel even more firmly, turning a 
pinkish yellow from the pressure she was applying. She had felt—no, 
she was sick, so fucking sick—she—she—she wanted to throw up!

It started out when they were sitting down for dinner, but for whatever 
reason, her brother decided to forego his usual seat and sit right next 
to her. Oh, she hated it! She fucking hated it that This Fucking Guy, the 
same guy who took pleasure in making her doubt her own memories, 
who denied his insults, who denied that he ever yelled and screamed 
at her for the most inane of things, who denied that he ever fat-shamed 
her, who denied the accusations he levied against her, who made her 
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feel ashamed to even be herself, to just fucking breathe, would just 
plop down next to her and fail at acting silly, as if nothing had ever 
happened; it always came out as so plastic, so cheap, so fake! But she 
couldn’t say anything then, out of fear he would revert back to his real 
self; she may be a bit naïve, but she wasn’t stupid; she knew it was all 
an act just for him, so he wouldn’t even have to think about her. 

She thought she could endure one last dinner with her family, she 
honestly could, especially with the news that the looming meteor 
would finally land this Sunday, but her resolve instantly perished the 
moment her family members started to harp on and on and on and 
on about letting bygones be bygones—especially Adam—she meant 
him! Her stomach churned and churned and churned, just aching to 
spew back out her dinner. She couldn’t remember what she said; all 
she knew was that if she was going to die, she wouldn’t die with any 
regrets, and never saying anything about the topics that went unspoken 
in her family was her only regret, and she would be damned if she didn’t 
die on her own terms.

Her resolve was finally and fully realized the moment that he looked 
at her with crocodile tears and said, “Could you ever forgive me?” 
Her body had gone entirely numb at that point, not really registering 
what he said.

Until it did.
“No …” was her soft answer. After that, everything became a 

blur, a rush of adrenaline coursing through her body as she sys-
tematically picked at every last dirty little secret they kept hushed 
about, her voice growing louder and louder, not letting anybody try 
to “defend” themselves in the same way they never let her defend 
herself, ending the entire tirade with throwing all of his “goodwill”—
and her soup bowl—back in his face. She bolted out of there the 
moment it left her hands.

Her breathing eventually evened out, the panic and fear ebbing away. 
Good.
She didn’t know where she was on the freeway anymore; she had 

never driven this far out of the city before.
Bad.
She did see an upcoming sign though:

Jacob’s Ladder
4 Miles

Fuck it, it wasn’t like she had anywhere else to go after that wonder-
ful shitshow. She sped up, and before she knew it, she was heading up 
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a giant hill. It was a little daunting to do so, considering she had never 
driven in such tight spaces before, but somehow she managed. It was 
probably because she herself felt like she was running on empty; that 
replaced the usual anxiety she had at high heights.

Once she finally reached the top, she rested her head on her wheel, 
sighing, not really looking down at her lap, before she got out.

A nice soft breeze greeted her. As did the sight of the entire city’s lights 
below. She looked back and marveled at how strange it was that the 
emerald trees adorning this hill would still shine vividly in the moon-
light, despite the place appearing to be abandoned. Her shoes softly 
crunched on the ground as she made her way to the cliff. She closed her 
eyes, inhaling the night air, listening to the rustling trees, before she 
lowered her left leg slowly, then doing the same with her other, eventu-
ally making herself feel comfy on the cliff’s edge.

She wouldn’t jump. Oh no, she wouldn’t. Why would she want to 
endure a painful death, when she could have a painless death via 
meteor? Or at least, she was pretty sure getting hit by a giant space rock 
wouldn’t hurt for long.

She sighed as she gazed up at the sky.
There, in the middle of the cosmos, was the meteor. It started off 

as a small insignificant twinkle that people attributed to being a 
new star, but then said star came closer and closer until, well, here 
it was, a giant blot in the sky, probably about to crush her and mil-
lions of other humans in the next however many minutes were left 
in this Sunday night.

She wondered if this was how the dinosaurs felt, not really under-
standing or comprehending that they had to come to grips with their 
mortality so soon, being unable to do anything about it, feeling so 
helpless about it. She wondered if they, too, argued with their fam-
ily members even as death descended upon them from above. She 
wondered if they were able to put away their differences, choosing to 
instead focus on showing their love and appreciation. She wondered if 
they were even aware that there was something big and bright in the 
sky coming right towards them for their lives.

She wondered how Jesus would feel, knowing he died for nothing. 
She wondered if he ever felt a little resentment that he alone had to die 
and be sacrificed for others. She wondered if he would be aghast to 
know that so much strife still persisted in the modern age, with differ-
ent institutions and mad titans, and the same disempowered victims.
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She wondered if the meteor felt guilty for being the cause of so much 
destruction. She wondered if perhaps the meteor felt guilty for being 
unable to change its path.
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It was a beautiful afternoon in my hometown of Bristol. The sun in 
all its glory shone down on the cobblestone below, creating bridges of 
sunlight in all directions. Birds twittered and somersaulted through the 
air with the same amount of joy as the children running through the 
streets. Even the newly-sprouting flower buds seemed to dance with 
the coming of spring. Everything about this afternoon was perfect for 
a tryst, and that was exactly where I, Oliver Manfield, was going.

Oh yes, my heart had been beating with anticipation ever since I 
received the fateful letter from my ladylove, Isabel, just three days 
prior. Even without seeing her name on the parchment I had known 
exactly who sent it just from the beautifully petite penmanship. The 
t’s with their elegant curvatures and the i’s with their heart-shaped 
points—it always surprised me how writing on paper could so accu-
rately resemble the physical beauty of the person writing it. But alas, I 
should remember that the contents of the letter were just as important 
as the hand it was written in. It is difficult not to get distracted by a fine 
hand such as hers.

In the letter, Isabel bid me meet with her on the afternoon of the 
spring equinox. She explained that she needed to speak with me about 
very important matters—matters so important that she needed the ar-
rival of spring to aid her speech. Oh, what a lovely sentiment! I was 
certain that she was going to talk about the romantic yearnings in her 
heart, the girlish passions that impeded on her usual bravado. I admit 
that I had been worried since we had been meeting less often, and 
even when we did meet, she would seem aloof and barren in speech. 
But those doubts were now washed away from my soul, for only good 
things could come from a meeting such as this.

With that thought in my mind, I found myself nearly skipping 
to my destination. Isabel had detailed the meeting place in her let-
ter: the hill where I had first confessed my love to her. That hill had 

Loving Offenders
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a special place in my heart, so I was not surprised when my feet had 
delivered me there with instinctual ease. Now cresting the familiar 
hillock, I could see the large oak tree at the top, already laden with 
deep green leaves.

And there underneath its verdant branches was the one woman who 
was more beautiful than all the greenery in the world. Even in profile, 
I could recognize her instantly. Her dark wavy hair was like the gentle 
undulations of a river under moonlight. The deeper tones of her skin 
were reminiscent of the fertile soil of the earth, pink flowers sprout-
ing up in the form of demure blushes on her cheeks. Her eyes, starkly 
viridescent, contrasted magnificently with her darker complexion like 
stars on a cloudless night. And like God’s final touches on His final 
day of creation, her form-fitting golden dress completed what was in 
every way the perfect woman. I could not help but breathe her name on 
my lips in reverence.

“Isabel.”
Hearing her name on the wind, my paramour turned the stars 

that were her eyes towards me and I suddenly felt unworthy to 
be held within such a gaze. I was like a rabbit in the eyes of a god-
dess. But then, with her captivating soprano voice, she spoke my 
name: “Oliver.” My name. That was my name on the lips of such 
an exquisite creature.

A sense of pride and longing moved my feet towards her at incred-
ible speed, and soon I was within arm’s reach of her, the woman who 
made my heart sing in joy. I waited just out of reach, exercising the 
patience instilled in me as a gentleman in love. She had not moved 
since she had called my name and her face was set in cool neutrality. 
But there was a hint of something else swimming in those eyes. I could 
not quite place it, but perhaps she was feeling nervous about meeting 
me after such a long time. I decided to ease her shyness by breaking the 
silence. “My sweet …”

“Oliver.” Again she spoke my name, but instead of the pleasant lilt 
from earlier, there was a distinctly sharp edge to it, like a blade being 
unsheathed. It shocked me into momentary silence. Never had I heard 
such a severe tone adorn her voice. The last time we had met, she was 
practically singing every time she spoke. My original conclusion that 
she was simply being shy began to waver.

“My love, is something wrong?” I reached towards her, desperate for 
the calming touch of her skin.
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She took a step back and evaded my hand. The action sent shivers 
down my spine and I found myself rendered motionless as I simply 
watched her look down in silence. Soon, she looked back up at me and 
I saw that her green eyes crackled with intensity. “Oliver, I need you to 
listen to me.” So many emotions swam in those words, but my baffled 
mind could not register any of them.

“Of course.” The only thing I could give her was a meek response as 
I waited apprehensively for her to continue.

Isabel took a deep breath. “I cannot say that my time with you has 
not been wonderful, because it has. You have a unique soul that I have 
adored for so long and I would not trade those days we had for any-
thing. But …” she paused, then bore her gaze straight into my soul, “I 
can no longer be with you. I am in love with another man.”

The blow of her words had caused me to stagger back in recoil; it was 
a miracle that I could keep standing at all. In love with another man? 
Even when my mind replayed those words over and over again, I could 
not comprehend them. It was as if she had spoken in a foreign tongue, 
one that did not even exist on this earth. My eyes were growing hazy 
and I had to hold a hand to my forehead to stop myself from collapsing. 
After a moment, I uttered my one question using the only ounce of en-
ergy I had left: “W-Who … ?”

My question caused her some discomfort—I could tell from the way 
her eyes flickered downward and her hands clasped together in front 
of her. I almost reached out to hold those hands as a natural response 
to her distress, but then her words rang in my head again and I stayed 
my hands. She did not even look at me as she said the one name I had 
least wanted to hear.

“Philip.”
It was in that moment that I knew what true agony felt like. She 

had given the name of the one person I loved just as much as her, the 
one person who I shared my soul with. My mind became flooded with 
images of times long since passed where Philip and I had run through 
forests, lain together under the stars, and made promises we would 
forever keep. His face engulfed my mind—his blond hair, bright like 
the sun, and his eyes as blue as the open sky. Those images cracked and 
shattered, leaving me with nothing but the image of the woman in front 
of me. Both of them had betrayed me. The two most important people 
in my life had rendered me nothing but a lonely husk, floundering for 
support and finding none.

I staggered backwards. When I again looked at Isabel’s face, brown 
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like fertile soil, I saw only mud. Her eyes were green like poison and 
her hair like tangled brambles on a forgotten forest floor. Those lips 
that had uttered my name so beautifully—were they always capable of 
spouting such venom? Had a forked tongue been hiding behind that 
perfect face all this time?

“I’m sorry, Oliver.” She spoke softly, but her voice was grating 
against my ears. It did nothing to quell the torrent of fury rising 
inside of me.

What had I done to deserve such torment? I had thought that God 
had given me a great gift when he put this woman and that man 
into my life. I could never have wished for anything as good as them. 
But now …

I do not know what my face morphed into at that moment, but from the 
look of alarm on Isabel’s face, it showed every ounce of the unbridled 
rage that now consumed my soul. Good. That temptress, demoness, 
devil—she deserved to feel scorned. She no longer deserved the name 
Isabel, the name of the world’s most perfect woman.

I took another step backwards, my mind suddenly setting its sights 
on something, someone, else. I never even gave a reply. I only turned 
away and began running, Isabel’s panicked shouts reverberating 
behind me.

I ran and ran as if I had been given unlimited stamina. The sun, the 
birds, the flowers—none of them mattered anymore as I sprinted to 
my destination, barreling past everyone in my way. I do not know how 
long my legs carried me through the cobblestone streets of Bristol, nor 
did I realize when I had knocked on a familiar oaken door. It was not 
until the door creaked open and I finally looked upon the second of my 
tormentors that my mind focused with an intensity I had never known. 
Unlike in the past, I no longer had any desire to embrace him or to con-
vey the feelings in my heart. I only felt pain and hatred as I looked into 
the face that was more familiar than my own.

Philip stood there dumbfounded. “Oliver?” he said, his voice laced 
with uncertainty. “What’s wrong?”

I exploded. “What’s wrong?” He had to stumble backwards as I 
forcibly walked towards him and into his home. Only when he clam-
bered into a table did I stop and glare down at him. “You ask me what’s 
wrong after betraying every promise that we have ever made to each 
other?” I could only see the raging fires of hatred. Fire, and the aggra-
vatingly handsome face of the man I once loved looking at me with 
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such anguish that it was a wonder my heart did not react. I supposed 
that my heart was already stone cold.

“What are you … ?” Philip began to speak, then stopped. Realization 
suddenly registered in his azure eyes and his body sank against the 
table. He nodded slowly as he said, “This is about Isabel, isn’t it? Oliver, 
I don’t know what to say, I—”

I grabbed him by the collar of his vermillion shirt, lifting him back 
onto his feet until our faces were mere inches apart. “Don’t you say 
my name.” My voice came through gritted teeth. “Don’t you say my 
name with the mouth that wooed the woman I loved behind my back. 
With the mouth that whispered sweet nothings into her ear when you 
knew that I loved her!” I was shouting at this point, but I did not care. 
I wanted him to see the depths of my suffering as clearly as I saw the 
depths of his betrayal.

But while I expected the defeated posture of a wounded hound, 
Philip’s face was steadfast. His eyes held none of the hatred he surely 
saw in my own; instead, they held the same love he always had for 
me. He raised a hand up and cupped my cheek. His touch was warm 
and so, so familiar.

I let go of him and hastily moved away. My hand inadvertently 
touched the cheek that still felt the lingering effects of his touch—the 
touch that reminded me of something I desperately wanted to forget. 
Right now, there was only room for hatred.

My breath was shaky, but I kept my voice quietly grave as I con-
tinued to speak. “You knew that I loved her, yet you took her anyway. 
Is that why you did it? Did she become more desirable to you simply 
because she was loved by the man who cares for you just as deeply?” 
The words cascaded out of my mouth as if my heart was the one doing 
the speaking. “How could you even think to do such a thing? You held 
my heart in your hands, yet you crushed it in your fingers and took 
one of the two people I loved most.” My voice cracked then, and in-
stantly another emotion washed over me. I had to physically stop my 
hands from shaking from the pain, from the grief. “And you took the 
second in the process,” I said in a slow, shaky whisper. I wasn’t even 
sure Philip heard it.

“Oliver.” He said my name again, but this time I did not reprimand 
him. I only stood there, broken. Taking this as an opportunity, he took 
a step towards me. When I took a step back in response, he stopped. 
Then he spoke, “It was you who taught me that love comes whenever 
and wherever it desires.”
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I wanted to plug my ears and force the words to go away.
“No matter what size, shape, or color it comes in, love is never some-

thing you can control. And it certainly should never be something you 
fear.” His smile was so sad, yet so dazzling. “For when the arrow of 
Cupid rings true, neither the cries of the ant nor the might of the gods 
can reverse it.”

My eyes widened as I looked at Philip. Those were my words. In 
our days of youth, I had described to him what love was, and he had 
remembered the lines. But those lines were just for him—just for us.

It was then that he took a step forward. “But you already know this, 
don’t you?” He moved closer, but I did not have the strength to back 
away this time. When he was close enough, he cupped my cheek once 
again. “For you’ve already experienced it with me, just as I’ve experi-
enced it with you.” I could feel his thumb wipe away something from 
under my eye.

When had I started crying?
As the tears rolled down my cheeks, I could feel them wash away 

the fire in my heart. With every caress of his thumb, the smoke cleared. 
The raging inferno diminished until only aching cinders were left and 
I found myself collapsing into Philip’s arms. My hatred was gone, be-
cause I knew that everything he said was true.

We both kneeled on the ground, Philip embracing me as I wept. I wept 
for the betrayal that crushed my soul. I wept for my heart that was 
now burned to a crisp. But most of all, I wept for love that was lost, 
broken, and now, reformed. By the time I was done, my body was so 
weak that I could not even raise my head to look into Philip’s eyes. I 
finally spoke, but my voice was nothing more than a cracked whisper. 

“Do you love her?”
I could feel Philip’s arms tighten around me. “Yes, I do.”
All I could do was nod against his shoulder. “Then so be it.” With 

weak arms, I pushed myself off his shoulders and sat up straight. When 
I looked into his eyes once again, I saw so many emotions swimming 
in them. This time, I could identify them with ease: confidence, hope, 
remorse, nostalgia, and most of all, love. I could not help myself but 
smile at him. “You are my soul, Philip.”

“And you are mine,” came his immediate answer. He did not know 
the comfort that his fortitude brought me. To hear such earnest words—
words that were not tinged with venom or lies—was all I needed 
to find peace.
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“Then let me think that she still loves me, since she loves you who are 
my soul.” My voice dripped with bittersweet surrender.

Philip smiled back and suddenly his face burst into the rainbow of 
colors that had always radiated off his perfect skin. Had the sky ever 
been so blue but in his eyes? Had the sun ever been so bright but in his 
hair? “I will not stop you from thinking that, but I want you to know 
the one thing that will always be true.” He took a hold of my hand and 
held it firmly. “I will always be by your side, no matter what.”

It was then that I realized that my loss was my love’s gain, and 
even if this cross would be a hard one to bear, there would still be joy. 
If Philip gained happiness, then so would I.

For my friend and I were one, and would be forevermore.
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I heard the creaking sound of my door being opened, and the footsteps  
that crept into my bedroom. I felt a tap on my shoulder; it was my 
mother, calling out to me in a gentle voice. She sat beside me, still under 
my covers. “Wen? It’s time to wake up, sweetie. You’re going to be late 
for school. Come on hon, you don’t want to miss the bus, do you?”

“No, Mommy,” I groaned, still half asleep.
“Okay, then … wake up!” she yelled as she gave me her daily dose of 

morning tickles. “Stop it!” I giggled, as she continued to tickle me. I 
couldn’t take it. She said nothing, and her fingers continued along my 
body underneath my shirt.

“Stop it, Mommy, enough! Enough! Mommy, stop!” The covers 
flew off, and my mother continued to tickle me, so intensely that 
pools of blood began to form around my hips. I begged her to stop, 
I started to scream; I looked up to find her pupils had turned a pale 
white, and her long black hair began to float, and then my bed burst 
into flames. My mother then let out a loud and sinister laugh. A set of 
sharp claws erupted from her fingers, and she leaned in closer with 
a full mouth of fangs. She grew closer and closer, and I shut my eyes 
so tight I thought my eyelids might pop. Just before she devoured me 
whole, the madness stopped—my eyes opened. I sat upright in my 
bed, and tried to catch my breath. I pushed off my blanket, took off 
my shirt, and rubbed my hips, my belly; there was no blood anywhere. 
I sighed with relief—it was just a dream. In the distance I heard a set 
of clunky footsteps. My door swung open, and there stood my older 
brother, Jackson.

“Hey, man, you gotta get up for—” he paused, and stared at me as I 
nearly burst into tears. “Dude, you okay?”

I nodded. “Yeah, I just, I had a nightmare.”
“Mom again?”
“Yeah,” I replied with a cracked voice.
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“It’s fine, Wen, just—um—shake it off. Come on, I have an exam, and 
can’t be late, so I gotta drop you off a little early, alright? If you can get 
dressed and brush within ten minutes, I’ll buy you whatever snack you 
want after school. Deal?”

“Deal,” I said with a soft smile.

I walked out of my room, a few paces down the hall to the left, and 
brushed my teeth. I attempted to brush my hair in a backwards mo-
tion to get my curly hair out of my face, but it didn’t really work; it just 
wrapped around my face and neck, like always. I headed back to my 
bedroom and threw on a black T-shirt and some camo shorts. I took 
a quick glance in the mirror and made my way to the kitchen. In the 
freezer, there was an abundance of waffles to choose from. I grabbed 
the chocolate-chip ones, and popped them into the toaster. I opened 
the cabinet and found the ingredients for a somewhat decent PB&J. With 
one minute to spare on our ten-minute challenge, I plopped myself 
onto the couch.

“Jax! I’m waiting!” I yelled. I heard his sneakers squeak against the 
hardwood floor, as he made his way to me from down the hall. Jax 
locked the door, and we power-stepped down the stairs of the apart-
ment complex, into his white car—that desperately needed cleaning.

Jax rolled down the window, and let his wavy brown hair fly wildly 
in the wind, with his sunglasses on, rock music turned up all the way. 
After about twenty minutes of morning traffic, we pulled up to the side 
of the curb of the school, and not a car appeared to be in sight. The 
Kingston Middle School bulletin board read in big bold letters, “Friday 
October 25, 2012: Teacher Work Day.” I froze, and couldn’t even find it 
in me to look over at Jax; I had completely forgotten.

“Oh, you gotta be kidding me. How could you forget there’s no 
school?” Jax sighed, as he pinched his nose in frustration.

“I’m sorry Jax, I really am, I—”
Jax took a deep breath, “Hey, kid, relax. It’s alright. I just really 

have to get to class for this exam, you’re gonna have to wait nearby 
while I take it. If I didn’t have this test to do, we could’ve gone out for 
the day. Tell you what, after I take the exam, around noon, we’ll grab 
a bite to eat. Okay?”

I nodded, and he started up the car to head over to his school, which 
was about an hour and a half away. I crossed my arms and sank my-
self further into the seat. I leaned over against the plastic just before 
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the window, and looked outside. The bright sun, the moving cars, and 
the different stores; I looked up at the sky, and studied the clouds. I 
closed my eyes, and could hear my mother’s voice, pointing out what 
each cloud looked like, giving each one a backstory. A hippopota-
mus in a hula skirt, a baby carriage, a horse with wings—she had the 
wildest creations. I thought of the way her nose arched, the way her 
eyelashes flared upward, the way her long hair tickled my ear when 
it spread across the blanket. How soft her hand would be, when she’d 
reach over and grab mine. A heavy feeling filled up my chest, and 
I couldn’t contain myself.

With my face still turned to the window, I started quivering, sniffling, 
and soon my feelings began to spill out onto my cheeks. Jax quickly 
caught on and shuffled in his seat to look at me. “Hey? Hey, Wen, what’s 
wrong? Why are you crying? Is it what I said earlier? Kid, I’m really 
not mad, I was just—”

“It’s not that.”
“Then?”
I looked up at Jax, with tears along my red, hot cheeks; all at once, 

it came back to me.

December 23, 2009
“Wen! Jax! Look outside! A snow day! Any takers?” Mom cheered.
“It’s too cold to do anything out there,” Jackson replied, burying his 

face in a Batman comic book.
“Me, Mommy!” I yelled, as I grabbed my scarf and mittens, and ran 

to the closet to put on my coat. She put on her coat, and her beanie with 
a puffball on top. We both headed out the front door, to find piles of 
snow on our front lawn.

My mother and I were quite determined to make a snow-
man. I lent him my scarf and we even used a real carrot from 
inside the house. Together, we gathered bunches of snow and 
got to work. The snow soaked through my gloves and was dif-
ficult to shape. I let my mom do most of the work. The snow didn’t 
really cooperate with us, so instead of making a snowman, we made 
a snowchild.

“What shall we name our snow … kid?” She grinned.
“Let’s name him Felix.”
“Okay, Felix it is.”
“Mommy, now that we’re done with that, can we play Frisbee?” 

I asked.
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“Frisbee? Why do you want to play Frisbee in weather like this? It 
might be too dangerous to run around love, I don’t—”

“Please, just a little! I’ll be careful!”
“Oh alright, go on and get it then.”
I ran back inside, and in our closet full of coats a neon green frisbee 

sat in the very corner. Frisbee in hand, I went through the front door 
and found my mother waiting for me with her hands in her pockets.

“Alright, ready?”
“Yes!” I took my position by the fence and my mother on the opposite 

side. “‘Kay, here I go!” I yelled, as I tossed the plastic disc to her. We 
tossed it back and forth, and the frisbee started getting higher and far-
ther as our game went on.

The final time I tossed the frisbee, my mom tried her best to catch it, 
but she slipped on the pavement just outside of the lawn, and landed 
in the snow next to the driveway. I giggled, to see my mom fall in the 
snow and miss the catch. I yelled to her, “Mom! Hehe, you almost 
had it there!”

Halfway over, I stopped and paused; my mother wasn’t moving, 
she just laid there. What I thought was another pile of snow—I walked 
closer and saw through small gaps—was actually a small flower garden, 
surrounded by a barrier of bricks. With my heart racing faster than ever 
before, I ran to my mother.

“Mom! Mom, are you okay?” I shook her body with my hands. Slowly, 
I turned her over. Her hair was filled with snow and soil. Red snow 
covered the side of her face and neck. At the sight of the blood, I let her 
go, and she dropped back into the snow. Breathing heavily, I stared at 
the blood that had stained my gloves.

“Jax … Jax …” Hardly breathing, I tried to yell for Jax. In that moment 
it finally hit me, and I could not handle myself. “Jackson! Jackson!” I 
screamed for Jax.

He peeked out the front window, saw the blood on my gloves, and 
ran out of the front door. “Wen? Wen! What happened? Oh my god!” he 
dropped his comic book. He screamed when he saw the blood and my 
mother on the floor. Jackson pulled his cellphone from out of his pocket 
and dialed for 911.

“What’s wrong with her? Jackson!” I felt possessed, fearful, pan-
icked; I held my mother and screamed for her dear life. Perhaps I didn’t 
scream loud enough.

When the ambulance arrived, Jax and I stood there, both teary-eyed. 
Jackson wrapped his arm around my shoulder, and cried alongside me. 
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We watched as the paramedics checked our mother, and eventually we 
watched as they carried her body away. That was that, and as for my 
mother, she was dead.

“Wendall, you gotta talk to me, man.”
“It was my fault … she warned me, Jax,” I muttered.
“What?”
“Mom! She warned me it that would be dangerous if we played 

frisbee!”
“Hey. No—stop, Wendall, we’ve been over this. Wen—”
“She warned me!” I pressed my hands against my eyes. “If I had just 

not played frisbee, she would be here, and we would all still be together 
at our old house, eating dinner together, laughing together, going on 
trips, eating ice cream and getting brain freezes together. She would 
still be here to tuck me in at night, to tell me how much she loves me. 
To spend Christmas together, decorating for the holidays. To cook us 
dinner, and make us desserts. To watch movies with us. To take care 
of us when we’re sick. To play her piano just like she used to. To hush 
me when I would interrupt her working, to hush me when I would 
play with my action figures too loudly. To watch me graduate, all of 
it! I just want her to just … to fucking be here! She would fucking be 
here if it weren’t for me!”

I looked over at Jax to find his eyes teary, but also angry, still 
watching the road. He took the nearest freeway exit and pulled over 
into a McDonald’s parking lot. He snapped off the engine, shuffling 
through his bag to find his cellphone. His thumbs rapidly pressed the 
keyboard of his phone; then he placed it back into his bag. He paused 
for a moment in the silence as I kicked at the crushed beer cans in 
the corner of the passenger seat. Like always, he took a big sigh and 
looked over at me.

“Wendall. In this life, things happen, accidents happen. You can’t try 
to avoid everything to avoid an accident. You had no idea that would 
happen, right? I don’t wanna hear you saying that bullshit again, okay? 
You have a huge heart, and the only thing you were doing that day was 
just playing a game with Mom. You cannot blame yourself for an acci-
dent, sometimes things are out of our control. I don’t know what else 
to say, Wen, I just can’t stand to see you get like this. I know that Mom 
would have wanted you to live happily, for her.”

“How can you know that! I can’t be happy. Every day without 
her feels so—”
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“Empty? I feel it, too, okay. Maybe it doesn’t look like it, but I think of 
her every day, too. With everything I do, everything I attempt to cook 
for you. Each job I try to keep, each test I take. I do it for us. You think I 
enjoyed having to learn about all of these adult things, finances, finding 
a new place for us? I wasn’t planning to do any of this at twenty-one 
years old! Let alone raise you on my own! I miss her, too, goddamn 
it!” He slammed his hands against the steering wheel, honking the 
horn while doing so. He took a deep breath and calmed himself before 
asking me,“Wen?”

Given that Jax had not shown emotion since that day, I sat quietly 
in my seat, still processing the meltdown I had just witnessed. I softly 
replied, “Y–Yeah?”

“Well, I just emailed my professor. I told him that I’m having a fam-
ily emergency. Would you like to settle this family emergency at the 
lake, perhaps?”

I smiled, and gave a slight nod. Jax started the car back up, and we 
made our way to the freeway entrance.

The car ride still remained silent as we passed the buildings and drivers 
making their way down the road, as we were. The road sign above us 
eventually read, “Welcome to Lake Tahoe.” We drove through the trees 
and the rocky asphalt, parking right in front of the lake. There we sat 
with the windows rolled down, watching a group of children dip their 
feet in the water and shriek at how cold the water was. We watched the 
waves travel back and forth on the shore. There, I saw my mother kick 
the sand and splash in the water, her black hair spiraling in the wind. 
As she waved at me, she smiled. She laughed as the waves wet her an-
kles, and with another splash, she faded away. A warm water droplet 
fell across my cheek. “Hey, Wen. Wanna see something?”

“Sure,” I replied, as he reached for his wallet from his back pocket. He 
opened it, and pulled out a small card. On this card was an old photo-
graph. It was my mother, but a lot younger. On the back was written in 
small black ink, Catherine Miller’s Senior Portrait, Class of 1990.

“You keep it, m’kay?”
I looked at the photograph and noticed she looked a bit like Jackson. 

I held the picture tight, and pressed it against my chest, as I stared at 
the water, and the clouds up above.
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He was sitting in my Easter basket when we first met. The morn-
ing sun was hitting him from the window. He had knots of thread 
for eyes and long pink ears, ballet shoes with pink laces, and a 
belly made of cotton. I named him Brownie because he was brown 
everywhere but those ears and because I was only seven years 
old, with little ability to see beyond the palpable. Immediately, the 
old, torn baby blanket (stitched with rabbits just like Brownie) 
was dropped to make room in my hands for this new, more 
mature comfort.

How many times I caressed that stuffed rabbit’s cheek against 
mine, I couldn’t say. How many times I squeezed him, held him 
tight against my chest as if to murder the inanimate, I couldn’t say. 
What I loved about Brownie, more than his pillowed center and 
soft, cloth-like material, was his temperature. When I would pick 
him up after hours away at school he would feel cool, almost cold, 
and he was relief at my fingers. When I woke up from a nap with 
him in my arms, he would be warm, invoking sweaters straight 
from the dryer.

“You know Brownie is a girl, right, Emma?” the mother of a friend 
asked me one day.

“No, Brownie is a boy.” This was a blatant fact.
“But she has ballet shoes with little pink laces! Your bunny is a 

girl, a she.”
“Brownie is a stuffed animal.”
Even in my infatuation I was aware that Brownie was not a sentient 

being and therefore not subject to gender impositions, but this did not 
stop me from feeling such a deep connection that I felt I could under-
stand what he was, what he wanted to be. Brownie was a boy because 
he was. This I knew to be true. Just the way I knew his tendencies, knew 
his preferences, knew the advice he was trying to convey on my worst 

Brownie
Emma Mundorff
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days. I understood the judgment in that blank, thready stare when I 
danced in my room, and understood his pride when I brought home 
a good report card.

If I chose to ignore anything about him, it was his pleas for space. I 
clung to him like a leech. I squeezed him, suffocated him. I’d constrict 
and constrain and trample and mold and swing and tear. Because I 
loved him. Love was keeping him in sight. Love was having him in 
reach. But just to have wasn’t enough; you can’t just have something 
you love, you have to hold the love and squeeze the love or else the love 
will slip away and when the love slips away you are all alone and when 
you are all alone maybe you can slip away too.

When Brownie was misplaced (probably seeking solace under the 
couch or tucked away in a closet), the panic would take over. There 
would be crying and screaming fits of terror, tantrums and anger. 
These were my first anxiety attacks, which over time would grow less 
loud (usually) but more frequent. But he was there to calm me as soon 
as he was found.

Junior high came and soft, stuffed rabbits weren’t as cool, but still I 
held him every night. Still I could not sleep without him in my arms. 
Still the nerves would grow when he was gone. He was not washing 
machine-friendly and his color was getting darker, his cloth thinner, 
and there was a faint smell that came from him. (I loved that smell, 
inhaled it often.) One of his eyes consistently came undone and would 
hang down his cheek, a parody of a B-rate horror film. He was getting 
tired and getting older.

“What is this?” asked a new friend one day after school, picking 
Brownie up quizzically. She then hurled his limp body across the room 
where he thudded against the wall.

That friendship did not last much longer.

High school came and Brownie got dingier but no less loved, no less 
involved, no less a consistent presence. Brownie watched me get taller 
while he stayed the same size, watched me grow out of my awkward 
phases while his own grew worse. Brownie watched my nervous habits 
grow, watched me tap doorknobs, watched me leave and come back and 
tap them again, watched me cry when my brother would yell at me for 
tapping all of the doorknobs.

Brownie watched my first kiss. Kind of. The boy was sitting on him. 
He picked him up afterwards and asked, “What is this?” After he left, 
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I was given the trademark blank stare, somewhat more jarring than 
usual with the droopy eye.

But Brownie would watch much worse soon enough.
As human boys started to enter the picture, boys with blood and 

guts instead of cotton stuffing, boys with skin that healed and eyes that 
stayed put, boys that were warm like sweaters from the dryer, Brownie 
was left alone more and more.

Now, Brownie was for special occasions. Brownie was for long, tough 
days. Brownie was for broken hearts and rejections. Brownie was for 
nights of compulsive thoughts. Brownie was for the anxiety disorder 
diagnosis, the OCD diagnosis, the severe depression diagnosis, the 
maybe-bipolar diagnosis. Brownie was for starting college, for leaving 
college, for going back to college. Brownie was for the panic attacks and 
crying jags. Brownie was for the existential crises. Brownie was there 
to be rung out and tugged and torn with worry.

Adolescence ended and so did protection and structure, and I felt lost 
and loose and unanchored.

And Brownie wasn’t enough for that feeling anymore.
But human boys were. Boys with fingers to interlock with mine, boys 

with arms I could hide inside of, boys with lungs to breathe from. The 
lungs. I liked observing the rhythm of their lungs, the slow and steady 
rhythm that felt so different from mine, mine which was always rushed 
and burdened. Lying next to sleeping boys, I could attempt to mimic 
that rhythm. All I wanted was that rhythm.

Old, torn Brownie was dropped to make room in my hands for this 
new, more mature comfort.

Dating became its own sort of compulsion. Boys became their own 
obsessive pattern. Find, love, cling, squeeze, slip away, panic. Find, love, 
cling, squeeze, slip away, panic. Find love cling squeeze lose slip away 
panic find love cling squeeze slip away panic findloveclingsqueezesli-
pawaypanicfindlovesqueezeslipawaypanicfindloveclingsqueezeslip-
awaypanicfindlovesqueezesqueezesqueezesqueezesuffocatetramplecon-
strictandmoldandtearand KEEP THEM IN YOUR SIGHT OR YOU 
WILL SLIP AWAY, DO NOT LET THEM OUT OF SIGHT, DO 
NOT LET YOURSELF SLIP AWAY BECAUSE YOU CANNOT 
KEEP YOURSELF SAFE FROM YOURSELF.

You cannot keep yourself safe from yourself.
You cannot be by yourself.
You need something to hold.
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To hold something, someone, is to hold yourself down. To keep 
yourself anchored.

Between the living boys, I would hold on to Brownie.
He was worn and weak, but he kept me anchored down as best 

he could.

Brownie is somewhere under my bed now, where well-loved and 
fondly-forgotten things tend to go. His right eye hangs down his 
stained cheek. He is far, far from his original color and there are 
approximately four hopelessly gaping holes around his body. If you 
peek inside them you may see the remains of the stuffing I used to 
rest my tired head upon. The rest of it has gradually spilled out and 
I couldn’t estimate where and how far away these pieces of him have 
gone off to, lost and abandoned.

On top of the bed sits my current boyfriend, who does not appear 
to be stained or torn. There are no visible gaping holes on his body, no 
guts spilling out. His eyes rest comfortably in his skull.

But I wonder about him. And I wonder about the ones who came 
before him.

On the table beside me are bottles with little pills that keep me 
from slipping away, keep me anchored down. I think they have made 
me better.

I think I am better.
Am I better?
My boyfriend, on the bed, is he okay? Are there holes there that I 

cannot see?
The ones before him, do they have pieces that are gone, spilled about 

and no one knows how far away?
Did they even know? Does he, now, even know?
I am scared to look down, because I think maybe, I think what I just 

realized is, I think all the boys are fine, and I think if I were to look 
down at my body, I think I would see holes.
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There is nothing worth looking at in the little white hospital room. All 
you can do is watch your father sleep. He doesn’t look anything like he 
once did the last time you saw him. Then again, people can change in 
over a decade. Clumps of gray hair remain where once used to be black 
hair that he encased with gel. His tan skin from long work days under 
the harsh sun is now a sickly yellow.

He’s been sleeping since you got there about twenty minutes ago. 
The nurses gave you a dirty look when you asked where his room 
was because you were covered in sawdust and sweat. You came 
straight from work when you got the phone call that said it was only a 
matter of time.

The smell of the cleaning products are overwhelming. You can feel 
a migraine slowly form as you rest your head in your hands. Why are 
you here? Dropped everything to go see a man who never did the same 
for his family. The same man who wouldn’t even grab a glass of water 
for your mom who was constantly sick in bed. He gave you a black eye 
when you called him out on it the one and only time. All your mom 
had to say when she saw your shiner as you brought her the water was, 

“You know how he gets. Leave him alone.” You remembered that advice 
and followed it for the rest of your life after you moved out.

Your wife Erica said she’d be here after picking up your son Antonio 
from kindergarten. Maybe it’s better to wait for them in the lobby than 
here in this suffocating room. It feels like the nasal cannula on your 
father is sucking all the air from the room and feeding it to him.

A cold hand clutching your wrist makes you pop your head up. The 
rough, sandpaper-like skin puts goosebumps on your skin. Your fa-
ther gives you a weak, nicotine-stained smile that is clearly hurting 
him. “I’m glad you’re here, Sammy.” His eyes are half open and you can 
barely make out they’re dirt-brown. One of the few, but definitely not 
the worst, things you inherited from him.

Matter of Time
Javier Peña
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“How are you feeling, Pops?” You realize it’s a stupid question as 
soon as you say it out loud. The grip doesn’t loosen no matter how 
much you try to pull away. He coughs, coughs, and coughs until it 
sounds like a lung comes up. “I think we both know not good. Or 
else you wouldn’t be here.” He finally lets go to adjust the bed so he 
can sit up. Fussing underneath the pillow, he outstretches a closed 
hand. It takes every fiber of your being not to flinch at him reaching 
towards you, but your twitching eye is a giveaway that you’re still 
scared of him.

“Take it,” he says weakly. You reach out and you feel the smooth, 
round, metal object. His wrinkled unsteady hand moves and you see 
it’s a gold pocket watch. The same one your father always had on him 
and stared at, as if waiting for it to do something other than tell time. 

“My father gave it to me and I want to do the same. He was a mean son 
of a bitch, but he had good taste.” He laughs, but it deteriorates quickly 
into another rough cough.

Your grip tightens around the pocket watch when you see a 
smirk begin to take over his face. It’s a look that reminds you of the 
best and worst moments of your relationship. Like the smirk he had 
when you both ate a cup full of animal crackers and milk together. 
The crooked smirk he got when he was drunk and he would tell you 
he loved you. The smirk ignited from pride in you as he helped you 
reel in your first catch when you went fishing. The devilish smirk 
he gave to a woman that wasn’t your mom before they slinked away 
from a block party.

“Daddy!” a voice cries out, breaking the tension. Antonio’s little arms 
wrap around your body and anchor you back to reality. The grip around 
the pocket watch relaxes. Erica stumbles into the hospital room out of 
breath. She mouths “Sorry.” The usual awkward hug occurs where you 
try to make minimal body contact to not get her dirty.

You ruffle up Antonio’s brown curls. Before you can ask how his day 
at school was, his attention turns towards your father. “Who’s this?”

“Don’t be rude,” Erica scolds him.
Your father speaks up, “It’s okay.” He begins to talk directly to 

Antonio. Your chest immediately tightens. This isn’t how you imagined 
your son would meet his grandfather for the first time. “You’re in my 
room, shouldn’t I be asking you who you are?” That goddamn smirk 
comes out again.

“I’m Antonio! But you can call me Tony.”
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“That’s a strong name!”
“It’s my grandpa’s name.”
“Is it now?” He looks at you with narrowed eyes. You glance at Erica 

and see her squirm in the corner of the room. A lump in your throat 
makes it unable for you to cut into the conversation. “Well, I’m Samuel.”

Antonio looks at you in bewilderment. “That’s my dad’s name!”
“I know. I named him.” The room is quiet as that settles in.
You get your wallet from your backpocket. “Tony, why don’t you 

go with Mommy so you guys can get a soda or chips or something?” 
Before handing off the wallet to him, you yank it away from his hands. 

“I expect change, buddy,” you tell him, poking him in the stomach. He 
giggles uncontrollably before he pries it out of your hand.

Erica gives you a kiss on your stubbled cheek before she leaves with 
Antonio. She attempts to provide comfort by rubbing her tender hand 
on your back. “We’ll be right outside if you need us,” she whispers in 
your ear. Her heels click on the linoleum tiles as she exits the room.

“It looks like you have a nice family there. The kid’s adorable.” Your 
father’s gaze stays on the door frame as if he’s trying to engrain what 
they look like and how they walked into his mind. It’s all so new for 
him. For him to see you as your own man with your own family.

You look him in the eye and state, “They are.” You stare at the pocket 
watch in your hand. It doesn’t shine like it did when your father would 
check the time at the dinner table. The face cover is worn out and 
doesn’t stay shut.

Those rocky, icy hands reach over to shut your hand around it. With 
his free hand, he removes his nasal cannula. With every word a battle 
to get out, he says, “Everything I went through with you, you’re going 
to go through with them and so much worse.”

His eyes lock onto yours as if trying to form a connection that is long 
overdue. Too little, too fucking late. How dare he say that to you? Who 
is he to judge you? He better not expect you to help him clean up his 
crocodile tears.

You erupt and that anger you inherited from your father finally 
comes out. Bolting out of your seat, you storm out like a thunder-
cloud. You nearly blow Erica and Tony aside as you bump into them 
by the elevators.

“Honey, what happened?” she asks.
Her long brown hair covering her face makes it easy for you to say 

this: “I thought I could go in there and get some kind of closure or 
whatever you were talking about when I told you my old man was in 
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the hospital, but …” Biting your lip, you try to gather yourself. They 
must have just cleaned this floor. Those damn cleaning products are 
making tears well up in the corner of your eyes. “I can’t. I need to get 
out of here.”

“What do you mean? Where do you plan on going?” She tries to look 
you in the face, but you hang your head low.

“Dad,” Tony says, tugging on your shirt.
“You shouldn’t be out there driving alone.” She grabs onto your sleeve 

to keep you from going anywhere.
“Daddy.” He starts jumping and yanks you a bit every time his feet 

touch the ground. “I’ll go with you.” That’s not what you want. You just 
want to be alone. Clear your head with some peace and—

“Dad!”
“What, what is it, Antonio? Can’t you see I’m talking to your mom?” 

Erica immediately lets go of your shirt and takes a few steps back. Your 
son cowers like you were going to hit him. As if you ever would. Your 
family is stunned to see you this way.

You blame your father for you acting this way. He brings out the 
worst in you, but then again that side was always in you. A side you 
got from him.

He mumbles, “I want to go with you.”
You clear your throat, trying to find your nice dad voice you crafted 

from years of watching sitcom family shows. The only source you had 
for father figures. As you lean in to talk to Tony, Erica wraps her hands 
around him. “I’ll be back soon. Why don’t you stay here and keep an 
eye on Mommy? A pretty lady like her is going to need a strong body-
guard.” You shoot a reassuring wink at Erica. After a deep breath, she 
manages to put up a smile. You try to give her a peck on the cheek, but 
she pulls away. “I just need some time, babe. I’ll be back. Promise.” 

It’s like you’re on autopilot in the car. You zone out as you drive 
towards the destination that is in the back of your mind. The whole 
time, you cling onto that damn watch your father saw the need to 
pass down to you.

The sun is setting on the lake you frequent on your days off. It’s just 
as beautiful as when you see it rising when you go to fish. The sky’s 
shades of orange and pink reflect off the crystal-blue lake. Fishing is 
one of the few things your father did with you that you still enjoy now. 
You haven’t brought Antonio with you because it’s a fight to get him up 
early all the time. It’s easier to go by yourself.
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You let the face cover of the pocket watch swing open and see the 
true condition it’s in. The glass is so cracked you can’t even make out 
the time. Dirt, mud, and a mess of other things have made its way into 
the guts of the contraption through the slits.

Your father was never one for taking care of things.
The knuckles on your hand turn white as it morphs into a fist around 

this family heirloom. Did he really think this would triumph over his 
failures as a father? That it could make up for everything left unsaid 
between the two of you? Your mother cut him slack because he put a 
roof over your heads, but those standards were too low.

You don’t want to be the kind of man he is. The kind of man who 
never stopped to think if he did the right things or asked the right ques-
tions. The kind of man who gets to be too old and tries to fix his wrongs 
just so he can die of a clear conscience, because he realizes he won’t see 
a future that will give him the answers he’s looking for.

You don’t want your family to go through the same things you did 
with your father. The first step you take away from being like your 
father is throwing the damn watch in the lake. You put your entire 
back into it and your old joints pop as it flies off your fingertips. It 
flickers slightly in the light of the setting sun and shines for a split 
second like you remember it once did. A small splash is all it makes 
when it hits the water. You stand there and watch the rippling re-
flection of the sun disappearing behind the tall trees in the distance. 
You wait for it to sink in.
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The metal chair underneath me lets out a hollow squeak as I stand. The 
unfamiliar faces of my new support group stare back at me.

“Hi, my name is Cleo, and I’m a recovering anorexic.”
I guess I don’t know where to start because I don’t know when it 

started myself. It wasn’t that I was against eating. Time just fell away 
from me that summer. I had broken up with Kylie, my first serious 
girlfriend, a few weeks before graduation. Even though I broke up 
with her, I still felt like the one left empty. During those three years 
I had made myself smaller to be with her. Quieted my voice so as not 
to overpower hers. Forfeited my opinions so that we wouldn’t clash. I 
often hid my intelligence so she wouldn’t have to feel ignorant. Trying 
so hard to be right for someone else left me searching for who I was. 
Her leather jacket and short hair used to waft the faint, calming aroma 
of tobacco when she’d hug me. Kylie was the first person I smoked a 
cigarette with. I can’t blame anything on Kylie though. My addictions 
began after I left her.

Those hot summer nights, every night, I’d wait up until the crickets 
were chirping and stuff a towel under my door frame. I’d try my best 
not to cough as heavy smoke started fires inside my lungs. My parents 
would be so disappointed if they caught me. I used to think smoking 
on a hot day must feel like choking. But with the window open wide 
and the city asleep, it felt more like holding my breath. It was a choice. 
To remain suspended in the moment, before watching the smoke rise 
and swirl into spirals.

When workouts became harder, I blamed it on shrinking lung capacity.
“An athlete who smokes just has to work twice as hard,” said 

Monica as we got changed into our swimsuits for practice. I often 
took a long time to put all my hair into a swim cap to make sure the 
chlorine wouldn’t get to it. The chlorine happened to dry my hair out, 

What I Was
Never Taught

Skyler Ramirez
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making it lose shine. A forfeiture I was willing to make for my team. 
My hair had always been very long with tightly wound curls. Dad 
was always so proud of my hair. It looked exactly like his, only longer. 
It was “my signature,” I once told my mom before whipping it over 
my shoulder. Eventually the curls stopped forming though. Again 
I blamed the chlorine.

I didn’t notice I was losing weight until the compliments started 
rolling in. Words like “toned” and “long” were closely followed up 
with “beautiful.” Even so, I still compared myself to other girls on 
my swim team. Training swimsuits are skin tight and cut right above 
the hip. I wanted my suit to lay flat against my sides like Josephine’s, 
whose hip bones jutted out below the seam. The notion that we all have 
different body types means nothing to an eighteen year old who just 
wants to be “hot.”

I wasn’t always self conscious. In fact, I used to demand to be in the 
spotlight. My aunts will never let me forget my Abuela’s sixtieth birth-
day party. The music was loud and everyone was dancing drunk-
enly when a five-year-old me decided to stand on one of the tables. I 
shook my little hips for an entire song before my mom made me get 
down. That was me, though. Always loud, always energetic, always 
taking up space.

My mom used to play a game with me when we were out together. 
It was a simple question.

“Am I as big as her?” she’d ask while pointing to her subject.
I never liked that game because she never liked my answer. To this 

day I can’t sit through a movie with my mother without her comment-
ing on another woman’s physique.

“Cleo, can you teach me to smooth these wrinkles with Photoshop?” 
asked my aunt one Christmas.

She had recently returned from Mexico where she got a tummy tuck 
that only cost her three years of bonus checks.

“I’m saving to get my arms done next. I can’t wait to wear strappy 
dresses and tank tops again,” she said before squeezing my arm.

I saw first hand the shame that a woman can inflict onto her body. 
Abuela is the only one who knows better.

“Your Abuela is muy sexy, Cleo,” she’d say looking in the mirror. 
“Es porque yo tengo una amplia sonrisa, una risa fuerte y un 

corazón abierto.”
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These are her secrets to true beauty. Ever since I could walk, she’d 
always picked me to be her dance partner.

“Shake las pompis al ritmo como yo. Es it! Es it!” she’d say, beaming 
at her youngest granddaughter.

Abuela was actually the first person to comment on my body 
with some concern.

“Esta mas flaka,” she said to my mother one afternoon in August.
Even going so far as to ask if I was eating. But Abuelas are sup-

posed to say that. Later that night I went to the mirror and took off 
my shirt. I was tan, tall, thin and had curly brown hair cascading 
down to my hips. When I turned sideways I smiled, loving that I took 
up less space. 

I told myself I was getting healthier. In the time I was with Kylie, I 
had gained “relationship weight” that at the time made me feel slug-
gish. Now I had slight muscle definition when I looked in the mirror. 
I told myself I was getting healthier, until I started gaining time on 
swim sets. Six times a week I put on my smallest training suit and gave 
my all in the water. But that summer, swimming became less like the 
adrenaline-packed workout I loved, and more like just making sure 
I didn’t sink. My coaches never noticed though. I was just one above 
average swimmer at a huge club that specialized in creating UCLA and 
Stanford recruits.

I was taught, through movies and magazines, that “fat” was a very bad 
word, and an even more offending sight. Fat, squeezing over the sides of 
my jeans. Fat, flattening between my thighs whenever I sat down. Even 
a centimeter of bulge when I looked in the mirror meant I didn’t fit into 
my clothes. Told me that I was unworthy of feeling sexy. 

I was never taught to fear being skinny. That the desire to be skinny 
can easily snowball into becoming emaciated. Emaciated; adjective; 
very thin from lack of nutrition or illness. I look back and wonder, why 
did no one notice I was sick?

I can still remember the exact day I realized I wasn’t fine. I got up feel-
ing dizzy. Like every breath I took was a gust of wind that threatened to 
knock me back into bed. I was about to walk past my full-length mirror 
and out to the bathroom when I stopped. I turned to face the mirror, 
holding up my purple cotton underwear with one hand. Despite having 
been bought new at the beginning of the summer, and despite being 
a size small, they wouldn’t stay up on their own. I turned sideways. 
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Rather than being slightly protruding, my stomach turned inward. 
Hollow between my ribs and pubic bone. I brought my other hand to 
my face. Thin skin creased around my mouth and nose when I emoted 
anything other than a scowl. My jawbone had been so undulled by 
fat that it could have cut glass. I was no more than 115 pounds, stand-
ing five feet and seven inches tall. I remember noticing that my thighs 
still touched. I was upset that even at my sickest, I never achieved the 
iconic gaping thigh gap. Awful, I know. To see the last part of me that 
remained full as a failure.

I cut my hair when I started to gain back some weight. My hair was 
frizzy and dull. A physical reminder of my self neglect. I cried in the 
salon chair. The stylist stopped when they noticed.

“Are you okay, hun?”
“It’s just a big change,” I tried to smile.
When I came home my dad looked at me through frozen eyes.

“Your long hair was so beautiful,” he said.
Cutting my hair was one of the biggest decisions of my life. It was 

the day I decided I was no longer going to center my look around what 
other people thought was beautiful on me.

Looking at old pictures, I sometimes try to justify the trauma I put 
my body through. Glorifying my eighteen-year-old emaciated body. 
She looks so good. All big eyes and dark curls and bones. I can’t believe she 
was me. Some days I find myself still wanting to be her. That’s how I 
know I am still sick.

The girl to my left coughs and I realize I’ve been standing in silence. 
The metal chair feels cool against the back of my calves.

“Oh sorry,” I feel myself start to sweat as I continue.
“I’m not sure how to start so I’m—I’m gonna read a poem that I wrote. 

If that’s okay with you all.”
Heads nod around the circle and I take a deep breath.

Hi my name is Cleo, and I’m a recovering anorexic.
It wasn’t that I was against eating
It felt more like holding my breath. It was a choice
I didn’t notice I was losing weight
Am I as big as her?
I told myself I was getting healthier
never taught to to fear being skinny
Why did no one notice I was sick? 
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Hollow between my ribs and pubic bone 
I cut my hair
They noticed

“It’s just such a big change”
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James pushed a cart across the street. It contained perhaps all he had 
left: a roll of black trash bags, some bunched up newspapers, and a 
grey colored boombox. He yelled as he crossed the street, not because 
of any illness he had, but to scare off anyone who would dare get near 
him. He was alone. A man that once wrote poetry in his youth became 
another man lost to the bottle. He stayed away from it now, although 
sometimes he would take a drink here and there. You know, socially, 
with other men that roamed the streets. They would share their stories, 
talk about how they had finally given up, as soon as everyone around 
them had given up on them. They would share their scavenged food 
and liquor. They would share their lament at how their lives turned 
out, but were totally accepting of their reality. They would laugh and 
cry together, and a lot of them would admit defeat. Life had won and 
they had lost, but they were still willing to play the game and carry 
on. Others would think that life owed them a second chance, and that 
all hope was not lost. James found those who had hope for a better life 
especially annoying. He would curse their naïveté and be angered by 
any encouraging words. Often these kinds of people would tell him 
there’s no way he could be completely alone, that he had to have some 
family that could help him out.

James remembered a January day when he had decided what he 
wanted his future to be like. He had fallen in love with words. Growing 
up afraid to speak, he found that he could liberate his thoughts with 
the written word. Words flowed through him, and he thought it was 
time to nurture them. He walked towards his father with all the con-
fidence that he had been building up for several weeks. His hands 
didn’t know where to go as he began to speak, so he kept them tucked 
into his jean pockets.

“Dad, I know we had … discussed that I would … go into the military.”

The Liquid Cure
Jimmy Tamimi
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“No, son. We had decided that you would, or you would get out of 
this house.”

“Dad, I want to be a writer, I want to go to college.”
“There is no honor, and no money with that. If you want to waste 

your life, fine. You just do it the hell away from me.”
“I’ve … made up my mind. I want to do this. Why can’t you help 

me out?”
“It’s a fool’s dream, but if you want to be a fool—then go.”
James ran to his room, suppressing all his emotions, pushing them 

down, so that he could keep his face dry when he left the house. He 
grabbed his JanSport backpack and stuffed it full of all that would fit. 
As he left what had been his home his entire life, he turned just be-
fore the door was closed and yelled, “FUCK YOU.” That was the last 
time he had seen any of his family. They never tried and perhaps never 
cared to look for him. It was almost like as soon as James had decided 
to dream, they had decided that he was dead. James used hate, at first. 
Hate can help you deal with things for a while, at least. Then he ac-
cepted that they might have been scared about how his life would turn 
out. He had been scared, too. He still could not justify the complete 
abandonment, though. Maybe they were right, he sometimes thought 
to himself. The way his life turned out, it seemed they were right. When 
James first started to see himself falling into the abyss that is failure, 
the anger that came from wanting to prove his father wrong would 
keep him going. It would fuel his fight, but as the years passed and his 
failures piled up, they buried that fight. It became necessary for him 
to drink to get away for a moment. To fully lose any allusions that he 
could have control of anything. Drinking made his mind stop its con-
stant worrying, and its stressed-out fears. It got to a point where it was 
the only thing that got him through the nights. Then it became the only 
thing that got him through anything. The first couple of months, he 
would sleep on one of his friend’s couches. It would get to a point where 
his friends would say, “James, I don’t think I can have you living here 
anymore, man. You don’t work, all you do is drink. You’re just wasting 
away; I don’t want to see you living like this.”

“I just need to practice my writing. When I make a name for myself 
I’ll repay you.”

Then he would outstay his welcome, and would move on to the next 
couch. He repeated this process until he could no longer find any friend 
willing to help him. Liters of alcohol later, he would be where he is now. 
The flow of words that had filled his head were dried out with alcohol, 
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and yet he would be the first to admit that his move away from liquor 
was not a conscious choice. When you must survive on a cash flow that 
comes from the generosity of people that you yourself scare on purpose, 
there’s barely enough money to eat. When he discovered he could sell 
plastic bottles, he decided to retire his cardboard sign, and cut the last 
of his ties with people who weren’t homeless.

An early morning, with a grayscale sky, James pushed his cart near 
a bus stop. He sat down on the bench, tired from a midnight search 
through trash cans, looking for bottles. He found a particularly high 
number of plastic number twos in a dumpster behind a bakery. Plastic 
number twos were the best; they were paid at nearly a quarter per 
bottle. On the bench also was a kid and he could not have been older 
than twenty. He had thick glasses, a North Face backpack, and a denim 
jacket. He looked at James. He stared. The kid pulled out a little note-
pad and pen. He would look at James, and then would continue scrib-
bling in the notepad. James began to stare back at the kid. He stood 
up and began to leave when the bus arrived. The kid began to sweat, 
and got up to get on the bus. James angrily charged at him with his 
cart, and the kid threw what he had in his hands and ran into the bus. 
The bus left in a rush.

James walked toward the notepad that had been thrown on the floor, 
ready to see an ugly caricature of what he looked like now. What he 
found were these words:

Once, I turned to 
the Liquid Cure
for a moment
sure
but I wake a combination
of zombified cognition
and the 
the thoughts 
He picked up the pen. For the first time in years, words, the words—

came back. His grayed fingers pressed the pen, hard into the notebook:
Back
the pain that the “cure”
Dissolved
Reanimated before me
to torment my psyche
The cure,
Sure.
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Ten-year-old Christian waited silently at a bus stop bench on a cold 
and rainy night. He felt heavy barrages of raindrops penetrating the 
protection of his black umbrella and yellow raincoat. A startling clash 
of thunder sounded off in the distance. Christian didn’t flinch or even 
look up when this happened.

Bright headlights were slowly approaching. A car popped out from 
the shadows. “Mom? Dad?” said Christian softly. He tried his best to 
make out which car it was, but the rain made it difficult for him to 
see. The heavy rain subsided while the car grew closer, giving way to 
brightness and sunshine. It wasn’t just any car. It was the car—the green 
Chevrolet Impala.

“Mom! Dad!” he cried out with joy. “It’s you!” He jumped off the 
bench as the car stopped and the front doors opened. Elizabeth and 
Charles emerged from the car, wearing the same flowered dress and 
black suit they had on before they left the house. Christian ran over to 
them and embraced them, using all the strength he had to give them 
the biggest hug he could give them.

“Where were you?” Christian asked his parents. “Where were you 
all this time?”

“Son, we went out to dinner at the new steakhouse, just like we said,” 
said Charles, sounding a bit perplexed. “You know we always come 
back when we leave you with Uncle Travis.”

“But—I thought—” Christian stammered frantically. “I thought you 
were—”

“Shhh,” Elizabeth hushed him gently, stroking his head. “There, 
there. It’s going to be alright. We just got back later than we expected, 
that’s all.”

As Christian felt the loving embraces and soothing words of his parents, 
he felt that his worries didn’t matter. What really mattered was that they 

Visions?
Casey Bolls
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were still here—alive and well. It was almost as if that fatal car accident 
involving that drunken driver had never happened.

As Christian was holding his parents, the road, the bus stop, the car, 
and the sunny weather slowly faded away along with Elizabeth and 
Charles, creating a distortion in his surroundings. Once the fuzziness 
wore off, Christian realized that he was hugging a pillow. He let go 
of it and looked around. He was still in his bed in his pajamas, not 
wearing clothes and a raincoat. He wasn’t at any bus stop. He was in 
his bedroom—not the old one at his former home, but the new one at 
Uncle Travis’ house.

Christian began to feel the emptiness welling up in his body. He 
moaned and cried out in loneliness. That feeling didn’t last long, for he 
started to tremble with rage immediately afterwards. He drew back his 
fist and punched his pillow.

“Damn it!” he shouted. “Damn it all! Why wasn’t it real? Why wasn’t 
it real!” He picked the pillow up and tossed it across the room.

The room remained silent. Christian expected Uncle Travis to come 
into his room or at least call out to him, but there was no response.

Minutes ticked by. Tires screeched near the driveway. Christian 
peeked out the window and found the same green Impala. He shud-
dered as his parents emerged from the car, but wait—was it really his 
parents? Are they alive? Are they ghosts? Are they imposters? Is this 
reality or a dream?

Instead of rushing out to happily greet the visitors, Christian pulled 
the covers over himself, shaking.
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Through cramped aisles of the old-world shop, I browse the worn books 
and suspicious trinkets. Not paying attention to the walkways, my boot 
catches against a piece of old metal. The minor trip causes a loud bang 
when I catch myself on nearby shelves. My hands are rewarded with 
a coat of dust and grime from the unattended shelving. Childhood 
scoldings from my mother echo in my head as I wipe off what I can 
onto my pant leg.

“If you break it, you buy it,” a candid, disembodied voice warns from 
the backroom. Kneeling to inspect the possible damage I could have 
inflicted, I recognize the faded red piece of metal to be a child’s bicycle. 

“Even if it only has one wheel?” I shout over my shoulder, careful to 
return the bicycle to its original place. Aside from needing a new coat of 
paint and the lack of a second wheel, the bike seemed unscathed after 
tripping me. Nothing else seemed damaged or out of place.

“Especially if it’s missing a wheel.” Amused and concealed behind a 
dark veil, Madam Ada finally emerges. After mulling it over, I decide 
against buying what could be another cursed object. I rise to my feet, 
dust my hands off for a second time, and cautiously make my way to 
the front counter. “What can I do for you?” she asks softly, words too 
sweet for any being not to be smitten.

“Picking up for my grandmother.” I retrieve a crinkled receipt from 
my back pocket, handing it over. This is just a customary routine since 
my family has conducted business with her for generations.

After a quick read, she walks to the back counter to gather the order 
and asks, “How is that old bat?”

“You know how vampires get around their birthday.” I smile at the 
unusual term of endearment. I lean against the dingy glass counter to 
examine the rows of jewelry being displayed. Each had a background 
story that led them to Madam Ada’s possession, and curiosity has al-
ways been a source of misfortune for me.

Madam Ada’s Shop
Cynthia Garcia
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“Go ahead and ask,” she offers. Madam Ada was never the one to 
dilute the grueling details that come with an item. I learned this the 
hard way during my first visit to the shop when I was seven. I had 
avoided mirrors for months when she explained why she had so many 
ornate mirrors hidden in a back corner, covered with off-white sheets. 
Needless to say, I hadn’t asked about anything since.

“Maybe next time,” I reply, scanning the jewelry display case with 
a bored interest.

“She’ll be celebrating her 400th birthday, right?” I only nod when her 
veil turns to me and a wave of nostalgia laces her next words. “I knew 
her back when she was just a little girl, always running around with 
her hair wild and hands covered in dirt. She was quite a troublemaker.” 

“So, how old does that make you?” I know certain questions are best 
not answered, but maybe this ongoing curiosity will be sated without 
consequence.

“You know better than to ask a lady’s age.” She dissuades my curiosity 
without a single glance in my direction.

“I had to try.” I shrug in defense as she returns with a small decanter 
in her gloved hands.

“Just like your grandmother,” she claims in a hushed tone as she 
places a bottle of blue liquid across the counter, asking if I recall the 
directions for proper storage.

“Leave it out in the sun till it turns black.” She doesn’t appreciate my 
wit and attempts to take it back. “It’s just a joke. I know what to do,” 
I promise her.

“You drive me to early retirement.” She sighs in a fake irritation and 
releases the bottle.

“That’s why you like me.” My words slip out as I tuck the bottle in 
my jacket pocket.

“Give your grandmother my regards.” Not denying my last state-
ment, she returns to the backroom and I return home with a stupid 
smile on my face.
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“That was ‘Somebody To Love’ by Queen, and you’re listening to Classic 
Hits Radio. Coming up: When will COVID-19 vaccines be available? What 
you need to—”

Simon Worth turned off the radio as he parked in front of the local 
mom-and-pop grocery store. Before the pandemic had started, Simon 
had accepted a year-long teaching position in the small community he 
was in, a temporary solution while he tried to figure out where his life 
was headed. A best-selling YA novelist, Simon’s true passion was teach-
ing, but he hadn’t found the right job yet. The school he was working 
at was in a community that was almost right out of the movie Footloose, 
one where churches ruled the community and queer men like him 
were far from accepted. He knew that once this year was over, he had 
to get the hell out of this place; crawling back into the closet was far 
too much to sacrifice.

He hated going to this store. The owners were very vocal about 
their opinions on how horrible the world was for not being all white, 
all Christian, and all straight. Normally, Simon would drive further, 
spending the gas money to make it to the next town over and go to 
their larger chain stores, but snow was coming in quickly and he 
had to move fast.

A simple black mask adorned his face as he stepped in the door, 
averting his eyes from the clearly home-printed signs that said things 
like “God hates fags” and “Go back to Mexico.” It was only once he had 
passed them that he looked up and realized no one else in the small 
store was wearing a mask.

He trained his eyes on the floor, avoiding their sneers. He knew 
where the things he needed were located: a loaf of bread, some eggs, 
some butter. Everything was overpriced, but he didn’t care; he just 
wanted to get out of there as fast as he could. He made his way through 
both aisles of the store, picking up the items he wanted to stock up on to 

Radio Gaga
Christopher Hester
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be able to feed himself if he was snowed in. He only looked up to grab 
things, returning his eyes to the floor once he had them.

The TV in the corner was tuned to Fox News, as it always was; this 
time, they were discussing the election and how the results were stolen 
from the sitting president. Simon tried to tune out the droning of the 
conventionally attractive white woman and conventionally unattractive 
white man speaking back and forth until the date in the corner caught 
his eye: November 24th, 2020, the twenty-ninth anniversary of Freddie 
Mercury’s death from complications with AIDS, another pandemic that 
the government had conveniently ignored while it was affecting people 
that were poor, queer, and non-white. The same lack of empathy that 
was being shown now, twenty-nine years later. 

Simon tore his eyes away from the TV just long enough to shuffle 
up to the counter where the man who owned the store, Chuck, was 
standing, almost glaring at him from beneath a red ball cap. Simon 
tried to ignore it as he set his groceries on the counter, pulling out 
his wallet without a word. More printed signs surrounded the man, 
the most newly printed front and center, wording in all uppercase let-
ters: “COVID-19 IS A CHINESE HOAX TO RUIN OUR GREAT 
COUNTRY’S ECONOMY. OPEN YOUR EYES, SHEEPLE!”

The owner continued to glare at Simon as he scanned the groceries 
and entered prices into the register. After a tense moment of silence, 
Chuck spoke. “I should ban masks from my store. Kill off the liberals 
and the Blacks and the queers and Make America Great Again.” 

Simon gulped, trying not to respond to the clear implications. 
Though his white skin was an asset, it was clear that this man wanted 
him and anyone who didn’t fit the straight white narrative dead. Simon 
said nothing, just readied his debit card to pay the total. 

Two minutes passed agonizingly slowly as the rest of his things 
were scanned and Chuck readied the machine for Simon to pay, Fox 
News still droning in the background, though now it was about vac-
cines being used to distribute trackers. The only thing louder than 
the cacophony of bigotry around him was his heart pounding, blood 
rushing through his ears, wondering if today was the day that would 
cause his own death, too.

The second Simon was able to pay, he did, not even waiting for his 
receipt to be printed as he scooped up his bags and made a beeline to 
his car, where the windshield was already beginning to cover with 
snowflakes. He quickly unlocked his car and got in, using some hand 
sanitizer before starting it up, the radio crackling back on. He pulled 
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out of the parking lot quickly, before the world changed its mind and let 
him die here. Eyes trained on the road, the radio announcer’s voice re-
turned: “You’re listening to Classic Hits Radio. Don’t change the station! 
More Queen is coming up as we celebrate the life of Freddie Mercury 
after these quick commercials. Sponsored by Chuck’s Groceries, the 
best place in the valley to get your groceries with no liberal nonsense—”

Simon pushed a button and turned off the radio as tears started to 
fall, clouding his view of the road even more in the falling snow. He 
couldn’t get home soon enough.
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Some people say there are many realities. There are a hundred choices 
in a day that create parallel fragments in time. Like Schrödinger’s cat, I 
am both dead and alive. One insignificant choice tipped the scales and 
prevented my first breath. I’m already gone, and the world is moving 
along on well-oiled gears without me.

I am nineteen, slamming my breaks in the middle of a busy intersection. 
The light was red, red like my eyes, and I hadn’t been paying attention. I 
slowly reverse out of the intersection in front of twenty outraged people 
gaping like fish behind their aquarium glass, mouthing “dumbass” and 

“good one!” A thought crosses my mind: What if someone else decided to 
gas off at green, itching for the signal change, and hadn’t seen me coming?

I am twelve years old, clutching a kitchen knife close to my body in my 
bedroom. Rocking on my haunches, I gasp and sob pathetically. I’m 
panicked, a deer trapped under the weight of the headlights, the on-
coming pain, the fear, the choice. His voice is a demonic growl through 
the phone. Just wait until I get home; just you fucking wait you little bitch! I 
am crying harder now at the memory of his metallic voice grating on 
my ears. The phone glares at me from the nightstand. I point the knife 
at my belly button, like a samurai giving myself an honorable death. I 
am too weak, too afraid of the blood, the pain. I put the knife back in 
the kitchen drawer and stand beside it, hating my cowardice. I wait for 
the front door to swing open, bracing myself for wounds from different 
blades. I am bleeding, only in this reality, the blood is unseen.

I am nine. This was supposed to be a good day. A day I’ve been await-
ing for so long. A day at the beach. Warm sand, sun, and ocean waves. 
The day started off with a quick slap in the backseat of the Jeep. I 
forgot the CDs for the trip; how could I forget to grab the CDs? Every time 

Nine Lives
Milan Lopes
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the radio static warps the music, his knuckles go white on the steering 
wheel. Dark clouds follow us the whole way to the beach. I ask God, 
Please just a little sun today, oh please, oh please!

It rains. We don’t descend the cliff, don’t ever touch the wet sand.
There’s a bench at the edge of the cliff beyond the parking lot where 

you can sit and look down at the water three stories below. I run ahead 
into the drizzle, but no one calls me back. The water calls to me. I look 
back at him and my mother. They’re talking to someone by the car. 
They seem like a lifetime away from me. I inch closer to the edge of the 
cliff. Now I’m looking down, down, down. This is the first time I have 
ever felt free. The first choice that was ever really mine. I look down 
into a reality where I no longer exist and see the reflection of the many 
lives I could live. I jump, I did not jump. I am there and here. It is now 
and it is then. I am nine, twelve, nineteen, twenty-five. I am here and I 
am not. I was cowardly, I was brave.
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I worry less about the virus, and more that we will destroy each other 
and ourselves with panic.

I worry less about the physical well-being of many, and more about 
the mental well-being of all.

I worry less about this recently discovered virus, and more about 
the recently discovered truth that things can change drastically in the 
course of one week.

I worry about the virus. I am not a selfish asshole. I worry not about 
myself, young and with no underlying ailments and a set of healthy 
lungs. I worry about my father, sixty-two with diabetes and a cigar- 
ette habit that he thinks is a secret. I worry about my neighbor, who 
has only just been diagnosed with multiple sclerosis. I worry about 
my grandmother all alone in Indiana, though I’ve never liked her very 
much. I worry about people I’ve never met, those who are old, or who 
have compromised immune systems, or both, who can hear everyone 
saying, “Don’t worry, it’s only deadly if you’re old or sick,” and how 
that must sound like, “Don’t worry, it’s them and not us. Don’t worry, 
it’s only the extraneous ones. Don’t worry, we don’t need them.”

Still, and though I hate to say it, hate to think it, I worry less about 
the immediacy and tangibility of death, and more about the intangibil-
ity of doubt, and of fear, and of time. I worry less about the dead, and 
more about the living, left to thrash. I do not want to say it or think it, 
but that is where my mind goes when I am most ill at ease.

I have been ill at ease a lot this week.
This week. I can barely remember last.
It’s funny, because every morning of this week I have woken up 

feeling as though I had found myself in a recurring dream, and if I 
closed my eyes again maybe I could fall back into last week, into real 
life. Every morning of this week I woke up to the realization that my 
only meetings with life as I understood it were now in my deep sleep.

A Letter to Myself
Emma Mundorff
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Already, this is all feeling almost normal, and it is last week I can-
not believe, last week that feels like a product of the spinning gears of 
my resting mind.

I have to think hard to remember where I was a week ago from 
right now. I have to think hard to remember that a week ago from this 
moment, I must have been packing my bag for classes the next day. 
I must have just come back from a weekend in Santa Barbara visit-
ing my boyfriend’s family, where I held a newborn baby, cheered for 
clusters of ten year olds at a Little League game, sang karaoke, and 
went out for dinner every night. I must have been worried only 
about some homework assignments and about whether or not my 
boyfriend’s family approved of me and about whether or not it was 
going to rain.

Now I cannot go to class, cannot travel down the coast to cheer and 
sing and eat with people I long to please, and am indifferent to the 
weather, as I am holed up in my bedroom, where I sit and stew and 
ride the wave that guides me from moments of loneliness and anxiety 
to quiet mania and restlessness to where I am right now, apathetic and 
unmoving, all within these four walls.

One week ago, I had only heard murmurs of “social distancing.” Stay 
away from groups. Stay six feet apart. Stay home.

One week ago, it felt like an overreaction.
One week later, it is reality, whether it be an overreaction or not, for 

I would rather overreact than under, would rather not torture myself 
with “what ifs” one year from now.

One year from now. It is a concept that currently feels incomprehensible.
One week from now. Where you are, reading this. What is reality 

in your now? Is the anxiety worse, or have you fully assimilated to 
uncertainty? Are you glued to the news or have you shut it out? Were 
you able to file for unemployment? Do you feel a cough coming on? 
How many petty arguments have you gotten into with your mom 
and dad and boyfriend, all of you forced into a one-story home? How 
many stir-crazy panic attacks have you had? How many times have 
you cried? How many times have you laughed? Has laughing become 
easier or harder? Is everyone you love okay, physically and mentally? 
Are you okay? Is everything going to be okay? Or is that question still 
met with avoidance?

One week.
Has time continued to dissolve and morph and accelerate? Does one 

week ago, where I am right now, feel a year away, the way one week ago 
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from where I am does now? Or does it feel like two years? Like three? 
Like a second?

Have you stopped counting in weeks? Stopped compartmentalizing, 
stopped counting at all? Are you unable to split the intangible apart like 
you once did so naturally, ripping life into hours and days and gluing 
them into weeks and months? Are you now just in a blur?

Tell me if I have it right, because I predict that for you, in your now, 
there is no more now, and you are strapped into a ride you can’t re-
call lining up for, and the kid in charge has walked away and left you 
racing, and the ride isn’t slowing down, only accelerating, and you are 
left going and going and looping and dropping and no one is coming 
to hit the brake.

Tell me if I have it right, when I guess that you can no longer feel 
the speed.
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She was the lead on a TV show, blonde and willowy.
When we were five, Megan saw me with her eyes that were the color 

of flower stems. She picked me. Called me her “best friend.” She had 
deemed me worthy.

I didn’t know if I wanted to be friends with her or to be her. This 
planted a seed in my chest that was about to burst.

She was the pretty girl posing on a magazine cover.
Every day for years, we kicked our feet off the ground to see who 

could touch the clouds. She was always higher. We’d chase each other 
around the metal playground dipped in rubber cement. She was the 
captain, while I was her assistant—naturally. One day she jumped off 
the slide, to prove that the imaginary was reality and fell. The next day 
she showed up to school in a florescent green cast everyone was eager 
to sign.

The monster that wrapped itself around my neck and chest, whis-
pered into my ear:

if you broke your arm would anyone want to sign your cast?

She was the pop star with adoring fans, screaming her name.
We sat on the floor outside of our classroom door. She’s teaching me 

a song:
“For Chinese, you pull your eyes up. Then you say ‘Japanese’ and 

you pull your eyes down. Then you point and say, ‘Dirty knees.’ And 
then you pull your shirt out and say, ‘Look at these,’ like they’re boobs.”

We recited the chant over and over, pulling at the corner of my eyes. 
She giggled a little harder than I did.

My chore that day was to press the right combination of buttons 
into a machine that rained rice into a bucket. I’d wash the grains until 
the water was clear and made sure the water touched the first line on a 

The Monster
Amanda Nava
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grown-up’s ring finger. Both the rice cooker and rice storage unit were 
adorned with painted blossoms and leaves the shape of knives. We got 
both at 99 Ranch with Grandma who cursed at people in Tagalog when 
mistaken for Chinese.

The monster asked:
does she know you’re Asian?

She was the main character in every book.
One day she was paired with Sara, someone who was also blonde 

and willowy. They looked like the best friends on the cover of a chapter 
book. The kind where both girls gathered up the courage to kiss a boy 
for the first time. They had their initial doubts, but at the end of the 150 
pages, both girls had their feelings and desires reciprocated. From that 
moment on, Megan partnered with Sara. The monster knew this was 
the beginning of the end.

When I went home and sought counsel from Grandma, she told me 
that friendships between girls usually ended early, so the fact that we 
were best friends for five years was an achievement. She said I was 
blessed to have enjoyed time with Megan, even if it didn’t last as long 
as it should have.

I nodded my head as I helped her wrap her head, balding from the 
chemo—our new nightly routine.

She was the girl who lived in one language.
During her third surgery, my grandma died from complications. 

Mom said her tissue was too soft and couldn’t hold.
My feelings were also too soft and couldn’t hold. The sound of 

Tagalog would never bounce around the walls ever again. Her shuf-
fling footsteps down the hall were gone. She’d never microwave my cup 
because cold water would give me a stomachache.

I described my grief to Megan, my best friend, but she couldn’t 
understand. Her grandparents were strangers in Idaho. She said the 
snot dribbling down my nose was gross. I sobbed harder.

“It’s like losing my second mom,” I said between gasping breaths.
She scrunched up her nose. “Like a thespian?” She ran away, scream-

ing before I could answer.
The serpentine monster said:

you’re too different now
before swallowing me whole.
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I sneak into the bedroom and see Bonnie sleeping on her side in the crib. 
The side of her mouth is shining from drool. I wipe it off with my sleeve 
and kiss my baby goodbye on the forehead.

The sun hasn’t risen yet as I go out to my car. I throw my briefcase 
in the back and start the engine. The same news station I always half 
listen to comes on.

“Heads up, commuters! There is some serious traffic coming up going 
towards the Bay Area. But you guys probably knew that already, didn’t 
you? We’ll be back with updates after a word from our sponsors.”

The 99 isn’t usually that bad. Where it starts to get really bad is 
near Tracy on the 205. I have to make this drive from Merced to San 
Francisco five times a week.

“Are you fed up with traveling so far for work? Spending so much 
time on the road rather than at home with your loved ones?”

I’m forced to crawl along at not even half the speed limit. People 
weave between lanes and drive aggressively just to make the three-
hour drive shorter by only a few minutes. The least they could do is 
put on their blinkers.

“Are you starting to hate the sounds of cars? From the muted hum 
they produce to the loud rumblings of semi-trucks? Horns that people 
overuse as if it’ll somehow fix the traffic jam? The thuds from cars hit-
ting potholes you thought your taxes were supposed to fix?”

The only thing that keeps me going is seeing my family when I’m 
back at the house on Friday nights. I just want to hug them and thank 
them for still being there, waiting for me.

“Is your inability to express love a trait you inherited from your 
father? Perhaps you don’t know any better because you grew up around 
a relationship where communication didn’t come first!”

Almost three hours later and I’m barely pulling into the parking 
lot of work. I’m a few minutes early so I sit in the car to wait until 

Inner Thoughts
of a Commuter

Javier Peña
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I’m forced to do my time. The sunlight bounces off the glass office 
building. I close my eyes to shield them from the shine and get a few 
minutes of rest.

“Are you tired? Tired of telling yourself you’re doing the right thing? 
Tired of never being with the family you’re working so hard for? 
Tired of saying you’ll make it up to them, but never doing so? Maybe 
it’s time to—”

I turn off the car and grab my briefcase before I march into work.
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Merriam-Webster’s dictionary defines truth as “the property (as of a 
statement) of being in accord with fact or reality.”

This, then, is truth—
The sun was born four and a half billion years ago from a collapsing 

dust cloud, its attendant planets forming not long after as the young 
star’s radiation blew the remaining dust and debris away from itself. 
On one of those planets, peculiar matter figured out the trick to rep-
licating and improving on itself with each iteration, creating newer 
and more elaborate means of experiencing the world while perpetu-
ating a line of defiance against the laws of entropy that started when 
the world was still hot and unforgiving. In four and a half billion 
years, the sun will reduce that world to stardust, erasing all evidence 
of its existence.

This, then, is truth—
The world has gone through five major extinction events, and many 

more minor ones, in the past five hundred and forty million years since 
the Cambrian Explosion. Each event killed entire swathes of biodiver-
sity, leaving massive holes in the food chain for the surviving species 
to fill in. In each extinction event, well over half of the world’s species 
disappeared, with new life replacing it in time.

This, then, is truth—
The world is in the middle of its sixth major extinction event, created 

by human activity and population growth and overconsumption. 

This, then, is truth—
New life will replace it one day.

Truth
Kaeleigh Pickens
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This, then, is truth—
All things are born. All things die. It’s what’s done in between that’s 

the interesting bit.

Merriam-Webster’s dictionary defines truth as “sincerity in action, char-
acter, and utterance.”

This, then, is truth—
A seventeen-year-old girl was once stuck at an airport because of a 

bomb threat that cancelled the flight she would have taken home. She 
only had the backpack at her side, the phone in her hands, and the fear 
in her heart. She made a call to both parents, who had once promised 
to look after her to the best of their abilities in a court of law.

One hung up. One did not.

This, then, is truth—
A man and a woman fell in love and then fell out of it. Somewhere 

in the middle, they had a child. That child spent the next thirteen years 
stuck between them, torn between love of both and fear of loss. This 
fear was a chain about their neck, pulling them to and fro, even as they 
became more and more dissatisfied and aware of the slight wrongness 
to the life they lived.

This, then, is truth—
Love is a form of trust. It’s an emotional vulnerability left open, with 

the expectation that it won’t be taken advantage of. It’s a rope that can 
reel us in during uncertain times to help weather the storms of life; it’s 
a rope that can tie someone to the mast of a sinking ship.

This, then, is truth—
Sometimes a fraying rope needs repair. Sometimes it needs to be cut.

This, then, is truth—
All things are born. All things die. It’s one’s choices in between that’s 

the interesting bit.
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Write what you don’t know.
Write a story about knights and castles and dragons, only to real-

ize you don’t know about the layout of castles, or whether “marquis” 
or “baron” is the more appropriate title for your antagonistic noble. 
Research thirteenth-century laws of inheritance across Europe, the 
aerodynamics of large bird wings, and how heavy gold is. Put the doc-
ument with two pages of story and twenty pages of research notes into 
a folder, and never touch it again, because you just got an idea for a 
story about a bank heist.

Write a story about a murder, only to realize you have no idea how 
long it takes a body to bleed out from an artoreal versus a nonarto-
real wound. Research how long it takes a body to decompose in water 
with and without chlorine; how to tell a knife wound apart from a 
spade wound; the differences between first, second, and third degree 
burns. Occasionally type assurances into the search bar for whatever 
FBI  agent might be watching your data that you’re an author, not 
a serial killer.

Write a story about a family member who died, only to realize how 
little you really knew about them. Go to their parents, their siblings, 
their children, and ask them who that stranger was to them. Ask for 
the papers they left behind; the music they listened to; the routes they 
walked to and from their school, their job, their extracurriculars. Piece 
together the tapestry of their life, and take a moment to think about the 
ghost they left behind with each of them.

Write what you don’t know.

Write what you don’t love.
Write about the coffee shop that shut down three years ago. Describe 

in detail the overly sweetened drinks, the wilted lettuce in their sal-
ads, the overcooked chicken in their sandwiches. Pour out on the pages 

Write What
You Don’t Know

Kaeleigh Pickens
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everything you ever felt about the unsanitary seating, the dirty bath-
rooms, the questionable equipment. Then write about how you went in 
four times a week just to make your friend working there laugh with a 
different corny joke every time.

Write about a poem that made no sense to you. Tear apart the word 
choice, the flowery language, the awkward pacing. Lament the hours 
you spent looking at others’ analysis of the piece, trying to see what 
they saw in it, wondering whether they were bullshitting their under-
standing of it the way you used to. Talk about how you paced your 
room, wishing you could feel anything for this piece besides confusion 
and annoyance. Then write about how it was your grandmother’s fa-
vorite when she was a girl.

Write about deforestation in South America. Pull up the number of 
species lost each year, each decade, each century. Dig into the changes 
in the local climate and soil quality as the rain washes away the loose 
soil, poisoning the waterways and causing algae blooms where the riv-
ers meet the oceans. Don’t stop until you’ve explained where all the 
meat from the cattle grazed in the ashes are sold off to. Then write 
about how to fight it.

Write what you don’t love.

Write what you don’t feel.
Write about joy when you’re feeling miserable. For every awful day 

you spend in a job that you hate, explore the happiness of a child just 
managing to catch the ice cream truck, the shy flush of two young peo-
ple pretending they aren’t smitten with each other, the groan of a crowd 
as a bard makes a terrible pun in their performance. Whenever the 
weather sours your plans, plan out an adventure that could have been 
and the treasure waiting at the end. Write until you can’t help but crack 
a smile yourself, and then keep going.

Write about misery when you’re feeling content. Describe the grief of 
a mother over the body of her child while swaddled in the warmth of a 
quilt, a cup of tea on your desk. Dredge up the bleak hopelessness of a 
prison cell while looking out the window at the rain coming down on 
the trees outside. Use your safety and comfort as a platform from which 
you can dig into the darkest parts of yourself, to explore the topics you 
might never otherwise reach for.

Write about everything when you feel nothing. Describe the colors of 
the butterflies that visit the neighbor’s flowers. Make a guess about the 
conversation the characters in the telenovela playing at the restaurant 
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are saying without reading the captions. Pull out a dictionary and find 
the most absurd words you can, and write a poem or a drabble with it. 
All things pass, even numbness, and having things to smile about will 
ward it away a bit longer.

Write what you don’t feel.
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It is a cold, quiet night on Sycamore Drive. At the end of Sycamore is 
a church. In that church is a parking lot with a large willow tree with 
branches that droop over and brush on a 1998 Silver Buick. An old, 
worn down car that sits alone in this parking lot. The time is eleven in 
the evening. In that Silver Buick is a man by the name of Tony Valdez. 
Tony sits alone in his car with a case of Miller Highlife that he bought at 
thestore nearby. Three full, tall golden cans that sit in the front passen-
ger seat of his Buick, as they do every night. He uses his pointer finger 
to break loose the first of the golden cans, a finger that had accumulated 
calluses from the cans it had opened over the years. He leans back and 
turns on the battery of his car to turn the radio to his favorite station. 
Only tonight is different—special in a way. Tonight is a Thursday night, 
in which his favorite station will be playing the songs of his youth. 
The songs that helped bloom the fruits to his high school life, and the 
remnants to a time when Tony Valdez was still a name said proudly. 
Tonight is Throwback Thursday.

Tony takes a hard first gulp from his can. Kissing the mouth of the 
can. Letting the smoothened draft flow into his mouth, the soft carbon-
ation, nestling itself onto his tongue before dribbling down his throat. 
Tony pets and strokes the dark grey stubble growing on his almond-col-
ored face, as he looks out onto the parking lot through the glass of his 
windshield. Nothing in sight, other than the street lamps that luminate 
and reveal the emptiness of the parking lot, splashing their beams onto 
the lines on the concrete. “Man, some of these songs take me back for 
real, if only you knew, Diego,” he says out loud to himself, envisioning 
that he is talking to his son, only when his son was still much younger, 
perhaps seven, back when Diego still idolized and admired his father. 

“Return of the Mack” by Mark Morrison starts to play. Tony starts to 
raise his hands up, swaying them from side to side, still holding the 
golden can. His face blushes with joy. A huge grin spreads over his face 

Throwback Thursday
Eder Reyes
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as he begins to move his body to the music. If someone were to walk by 
the church, they would notice the vehicle moving and bouncing on the 
tires, perhaps even wonder what was going on. He moves as he chuck-
les with a great sense of euphoria. “Haha, this shit right here was that 
shit that was at all the parties, Diego, not that other shit you kids play 
today!” he exclaims ecstatically with pride in his partying days. A few 
more songs begin to play and he slowly depletes through the three cans. 
Sips through the cans as if they were to symbolize periods and semi-
colons between his sentences. As his head dulls and his body begins to 
feel the alcohol-fueled tranquility, he begins daydreaming of his athlete 
days and the reign he held at Lincoln High School. “My name was in 
the newspaper for the touchdowns I would hit, Diego. Everybody knew 
who Tony Valdez was—everyone.”

Then the song “Weak” by S W V  starts to play. The soft keys align-
ing with the bass, the clicks and mellow drums, bring Tony’s body 
numb with nostalgia, and a warm smile possesses him. “Diego, did 
you know that me and your mom fell in love with this song,” he 
says, “She told me to go to the dance, and I’ll be honest, I didn’t want 
to go, but I’m glad I did. This song played and I had your mom in 
my arms. I knew that shit was true love at that moment. At least for 
the moment, you know.”

The song finishes. He takes his last gulp from the can, consuming 
mostly a mouthful of air with the last drips of the can’s elixir. In his 
hand, he feels the hollowness of a can that is filled with nothing more 
than his warm breath. He crushes it in his heavy, thick palms, and 
tosses it in the backseat where it clinks with a collection of more dis-
carded cans. By now, his self-discussions had been made visible by the 
amount of evaporated beer vapors that fogged up the front windshield. 
Through the windows, only beams of the street lights clashing them-
selves onto the fog of the windshield can be seen, imitating the wavy, 
distorted patterns that appear like the colors in a Van Gogh painting. 
This is Tony’s Starry Night.

As the song finishes, Tony notices the red LED clock on his dashboard 
reads 12:02. That song is the last song of the night, before the station 
resumes to its regularly programmed “hits of today.” Tony turns off his 
car battery and leans his seat all the way back, the head cushion of the 
seat crinkling the pile of fast food wrappers that occupy the seat behind 
him. He takes a deep sigh, feeling the blood move through his head, his 
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head spinning in inebriation. He gives a final chuckle, one that he can 
feel in his chest, before feeling the muscles on his face relax, turning 
his smile into a somber pout. Thus concludes another Thursday night. 
The same way every Thursday night has ended for the past few years. 
Tony closes his eyes and falls asleep.
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One day, in early August, something rare occurred. The intense heat 
that had plagued almost the whole state suddenly vanished and was 
replaced by a somewhat cold breeze.

What normally woke me from a dreamless sleep wasn’t the humid 
stale air, nor the dryness in my throat, but the sound of water hitting 
the leaves on the trees outside of my window.

Sitting up quickly and crossing the short distance from the bed to 
my window, I peeked behind the drapes to see rain pouring down on 
the once dried foot path of the apartment. I was always fond of rainy 
days and cold seasons. I enjoyed April and loved December. I thought 
this was no different. A rare moment where the air would be fresher 
and less humid.

Dread settled in my chest, but I did not know why. I chose to disregard 
it and shuffled through the dark and wandered into the living room. 
My mother sat on the couch, looking at her phone.

“It’s raining.”
Mom looks out from the blinds with a bleak expression.

“There’s thunder, too,” she adds with an anxious tone and I wonder 
why as a flash of white breaks across the night sky. I don’t say anything 
and keep staring up at the gray sky like a child seeing lightning for the 
first time.

August 18: several fires appear around the area and the air is thick and 
heavy with smoke.

Anxiety builds up in my chest.
The concept of Mother Nature displaying her displeasure and frus-

tration is possible. It is obvious that she has been suffering constantly 
while most of humanity turns a blind eye. Lakes and rivers gradually 
drying, ice caps melting, and oceans polluted with oil and trash. 

Sudden
Summer Rain

Katherine M. W. Soto
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People joke about what could have been judgment from the heavens 
on those who have done wrong.

Or it could have been just unusual weather.
I block out the ‘what ifs’ and ‘could have beens.’
I just focus on the disaster that was left behind from one sudden 

summer rain.



Avoid contributing material to the drama that is always stretched taut 
between parents and children; it uses up much of the children’s energy 
and consumes the love of their elders, which is effective and warming 
even if it does not comprehend.

—Rainier Maria Rilke

“That fire’s never going to start with that moss.” My father’s voice is as 
clear in my ears as though he were standing beside me.

A moment ago I had been standing alone in my kitchen, reaching 
into a bag of dried cranberries as my oatmeal cooked.

I look down at my handful of cranberries and instead there is a 
rectangle of magnesium there, with flint running down one side. I 
look into my other hand and there’s a small metal hatchet, its handle 
braided in rope. I glance up and I’m in a campground, squatting next to 
a collection of twigs and logs. The sunlight slanting through the pines 
suggests it’s mid-morning.

“Actually,” I say, “I’ve had some pretty promising smoke for a while 
now. It’s just a matter of time.”

“Suit yourself,” says my father, watching me from the picnic table.
I go back to shaving off flakes of magnesium, trying to saturate a 

ball of dry Spanish moss with it. A juvenile deer walks through the 
campground, eyes me lazily. He’s too old for spots, but young enough 
to still have fuzz on his horns. He’s beautiful.

Twenty minutes or so later, a woman from the campground next to 
ours asks if I need a lighter. No, I say, thank you.

“That moss is too wet, and you’ve got to get your magnesium into 
a pile,” my father chimes in, having finally given up on watching 
me struggle.

“I got it to light like this last night, no problem.”

The Art of Losing
Aaron Baker
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“You didn’t have the morning dew to contend with last night. Go try 
and find some better moss. I’ll see if I can get your magnesium into 
something that resembles a pile.”

I sigh and stand up, grunting with the effort, knees popping, back 
and legs sore from squatting for far too long.

“Damn,” I sigh, “Ten years ago I could stand up without groaning.”
My father just laughs, “I got news for you buddy, everybody wants 

to be twenty-five again. Nobody wants to be fifteen.”
I leave to look for better moss, come back and put it next to the dime-

sized pile of magnesium he’s made. I take the hatchet and drag the back 
of the blade down the edge of manufactured flint, and, just like in the 
movies, that fucking fire starts on the first strike.

“Hooray!” comes a shout from the next campground over; the woman 
who had offered me the lighter.

A little chagrined, I look up, not surprised to see the smug look 
on my father’s face. He’s leaning back into the picnic table behind 
him, arms spread. I give him my eyes-glazed-over, cow-chewing-
grass look. It’s just barely sufficient to keep him from tacking on any 
gloating remarks.

Once the fire is stable, we change into shorts and walk down to the 
lake. The water is cold, even in August. Not quite kill-you-cold, but cold 
enough to make you think twice, maybe three times, about going in up 
to your waist. Cold enough to necessitate having a fire waiting for you 
when you get out.

I wade out a little ways and stop. My father wades out next to me, and 
though I am almost at the critical juncture of crotch-deepness, he’s only 
mid-thigh. Him being six-foot-seven, nobody believes we’re related. I 
try not to look at the softball-size hernia bulging out of his stomach just 
above his navel, or the liver spots, or the skin tags.

Instead I look down, and the water is so clear, I could count the hairs 
on my toes. An elk gives a long cry somewhere down the lake and it 
echoes through the steep, glacial valley. I look up and really see the 
vista in front of us for the first time. Something about the sound of the 
elk call unlocking my senses. The long, narrow lake, like blue and silver 
glass between forests of pine trees and steep, rocky mountains. Some 
little bit of childhood wonder nibbles at the edge of my mind, gnaws at 
the boundaries of my well-earned cynicism.

I take a deep breath and try to call back to the elk. It’s not perfect, 
but might pass for a drunk or severely concussed elk. Almost as soon 
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my call ends, perhaps out of concern, the distant elk responds. I whip 
my head around, eyes wide, wanting to see if my father caught the 
exchange. He’s smiling and shaking his head.

“It worked,” he says.
After our morning baptism in the cold, clear lake, we sit on the peb-

ble beach and stare out at it for a while, skip a few stones here and there. 
It hurts like hell diving into the water, but afterwards your body feels 
brand new. Like you’ve been carved a new physique out of a block of ice. 
Your body is colder than the breeze blowing off the lake, so you don’t 
feel the need to shiver when it licks at your skin. Your nervous system 
is so shell-shocked it forgets to remind you about your aches and pains. 
I hope it has the same effect on my father.

Yesterday we went on a half-mile round trip hike and he had to stop 
at least a dozen times. Said he forgot to take his blood pressure medi-
cation. Said I should come live with him for a while, after this trip, help 
him get his health back on track.

“Hey,” he says, as we’re walking back to camp, “what do you say we 
cancel your flight and drive all the way back to California together?”

I think about this for a second and then sigh, “I don’t think so, Dad, 
we’d have to leave, like, today in order to get back in time for me to 
be able to recuperate and get my house in order before I have to go 
back to work.”

“Oh, okay. Well, it was just a thought.”

A few weeks go by and we return to our respective lives. I’m home 
on an inconspicuous evening, making spaghetti in the kitchen. The 
audiobook in my earbuds stops and is replaced by the soft trill of 
an incoming call.

“Hello?”
“Hey, bud, it’s your dad.”
“Hey, Pops, how’s it going?”
“Oh good, I’m just drinking some beet and onion juice. I really feel a 

lot better after I drink this stuff.”
“Nice, I’m just making some spaghetti.”
He laughs, “You eat a lot of spaghetti.”

“Yeah,” I have to laugh too, “my coworkers say I’m going to turn into 
it. What’s up? Everything good?”

“Yeah, just waiting for work to start back up. They might not need me 
up in Colorado for another month or so.”

“Well that’s good, right? Get a little extra vacation?”
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“Yeah,” he says, trailing off. “Hey, how would you feel about me 
driving up and staying with you for a few days? Maybe work on 
your back?”

“Uh, yeah, sure. I mean, I’m back on the whole work and school grind, 
so I won’t be home much. But if that’s cool with you, then sure.”

“You have an air mattress I can sleep on?”
“Yeah, we do. We can put it out in the living room for you.”
“Okay. Well, I’ll probably leave tomorrow then, and that should put 

me in Martinez sometime on Monday.”
“Alright, cool. I guess I’ll see you Monday, then?” 
“See you then.”
I hang up, and immediately call my wife, “Hey, you cool with my 

dad coming to visit for a few days?” 
“Yeah, of course. Didn’t you guys just spend like two weeks together, 

though?”
“Yeah, I know, it’s weird. I think maybe he’s just bored in Arizona.”
“That makes sense, but yeah, that’s fine. He’s okay with sleeping on 

the air mattress?”
“Yeah,” I pause, always amazed by my wife’s situational awareness, 

“I don’t think he minds.”
“Okay, well someone just walked in so I have to go, but I’ll see 

you soon.”
“Yeah, I’ll see you when you get home.” I hang up and drop a hand-

ful of noodles into the boiling water in front of me, then glance at my 
jungle of a backyard through the bay window. Someday I’m going to have 
to do something about that.

“You gotta get somebody to rake those weeds out as you go, otherwise 
they’re just going to grow back,” my father shouts from the porch, over 
the noise of the rototiller.

“You volunteering?” I shout back with a grin, hoping he doesn’t take 
the question seriously. He’s in no shape to be doing manual labor, at 
least not until he gets that hernia fixed. Fortunately, he just shrugs and 
points at himself in a Who, me? sort of gesture.

Somehow he’s been here for a week already, but it’s not so bad. He 
snores so loud you can feel it reverberate through the floors, and at 
night he pees in a jug he keeps next to the air mattress, but in the 
mornings he makes breakfast and coffee, and when I get home in the 
evenings he’s made dinner and done all the dishes. Plus, he keeps 
buying groceries, and since he refuses to shop anywhere but Costco, 
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he’s getting everything by the gallon. Gallon bag of oatmeal, gallon 
bag of dried cranberries, eight pounds of frozen salmon. More gro-
ceries than my wife and I could eat in a lifetime. Maybe a few years 
ago I would’ve bristled at that, but now I’m just grateful for the 
help. And it’s vindicating getting to show him first hand how busy I 
really have been. Makes me think he’ll understand why I’m so bad 
at returning calls.

Still, I might have to start charging him rent soon. Neither of my 
roommates have complained about him sleeping in the living room yet, 
but it’s not exactly sustainable. Pretty soon I’m going to have to ask him 
what his plans are.

“I mean, you’re welcome to stay as long as you want, but I can’t imagine 
the air mattress is doing wonders for your back. And we did just spend 
two weeks together in Montana.” As soon as the words leave my lips, I 
am suddenly and inexplicably filled with guilt.

“The air mattress is okay,” he says, no trace of pain in his eyes, “but 
it is pretty hot here.”

“Hotter than Arizona?” I ask, incredulous.
“I live in the mountains. It’s a lot cooler than Phoenix. And, you 

know, they might call me back to the oil fields any day now. Yeah, 
maybe I should be hitting the road.”

“It’s really no trouble for us if you want to stay for a few more days,” I 
say, surprising myself, “but it’s not like we’re really getting to hang out 
anyways, with me working and going to school most days.”

“Yeah, you weren’t kidding about being busy all the time.”
“Either busy or sitting in traffic,” I say.
“Well, maybe I’ll stay until Tuesday, and then I can stop in Fresno and 

see my sister on the way back.”

Tuesday rolls around faster than other Tuesdays. Late that morning, 
we stand together on the sidewalk in front of my freshly-tilled yard. 
There’s something hesitant in his body language, and I find myself not 
wanting him to leave.

“What are you planning on planting?” he asks me.
“Just some grass seed for now, I figure I’ll have a lawn for one win-

ter and then next summer I can figure out what we’re really going to 
do with it.”

“Well, maybe I can come out and help you rototill again?”
“Yeah, definitely. We’re going to need all the help we can get.”
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“You definitely have your work cut out for you,” he says, looking 
over my front yard one last time, “I guess I better hit the road. Love 
you, bub.”

“Love you, too,” I give him an awkward hug. I can probably count on 
my fingers the number of times we’ve hugged as adults. “Text me when 
you’ve made it home.”

“Will do.” And with that, he grunts his way into the driver’s seat of 
his car and is gone.

 
A few weeks pass, and I get a call one day while sitting in traffic on the 
680, somewhere between Danville and Walnut Creek.

“Hey, Pops,” I answer, tired, but glad for the distraction.
“Hey, bub, how are you?”
“Oh, just sitting in traffic, same old same old.”
“Well, you could always come live out here, lot less traffic in Arizona.” 

It’s a line he uses often, hasn’t worked yet.
“Yeah, I’ll think about that.” We both know I won’t.
“Anyways, did you hear they dropped all the charges against Trump?” 

Fuck.
“Yeah, I heard.”
“So what do you think about that?”
“I still think he’s a criminal. It’s my understanding if he wasn’t a sit-

ting president they’d be going after him. I think he’s almost certainly 
guilty of tax evasion if nothing else, although most presidents probably 
are. But most of all, I just think he’s a piece of shit person, if I’m being 
honest.” Oops, took the bait.

“What makes you think that? Just because he speaks his mind and 
isn’t always politically correct?”

“Probably because he’s a racist and sexist billionaire and just gen-
erally a piece of shit, like I don’t know, I feel like it’s pretty obvious.” 
Somewhere in the back of my mind I hear my therapist telling me how 
important it is to pick your battles. 

“Well he’s definitely not racist, he’s done more for the blacks than 
Obama ever did.”

“Look, Dad, I really don’t want to talk politics.” Why do I always 
think he’s going to wake up one day and the veil will be lifted? 

“I know, I know, I just wanted to see what you thought about the 
acquittal. We can talk about something else.”

“Okay.”
“How’s your little wife doing?”
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“Good. She’s officially on the transplant list now. She finally gained 
enough weight.”

“Oh good, that’s good. When do you think she’ll get the call?”
“I guess whenever someone with the right proportions decides to 

kick the bucket, but hopefully not anytime soon. She’s been pretty 
stable for awhile.”

“Well, hey,” he says, changing the subject, “I was thinking, do you 
want to go back to Glacier next summer?”

“Yeah, I don’t see why not. I should be starting my credential pro-
gram next summer but it’s all online. I should be able to whittle out 
some time to go camping. Hopefully you’ll be in better shape this time 
and we can actually do some hiking.”

“I’m working on it. I’m still drinking beet juice everyday. I think it’s 
really helping me. I just have to keep walking and breaking up the scar 
tissue in my calves, then my blood flow will be a lot better. Oh, did I tell 
you I got called up to Colorado? I’m driving up next week.”

“No, is that good news or bad?” My father is always telling me how 
much money he makes working in the oil fields of Colorado, but seems 
perpetually broke regardless.

“Well, I’m not exactly excited about it, but I do need the money.”
“Yeah, I know the feeling. You sure you’re not ready to start collecting 

social security and get a part-time job doing something you actually 
like? Like— ” I have to pause as it occurs to me that I have no idea what 
my father’s interests are, “well, what would you like to do?”

“The best gig here is security for Fort Huachuca. It’s a government job, 
pays eighteen dollars an hour and isn’t too hard on old bodies.”

“That’s what you’d want to do?”
“It’s a good job for a guy my age, mostly just sitting around.”
“Well, okay. Why don’t you do that?”
“I think I will next season. It’s getting too cold for me in Colorado, and 

my knee is acting up.”
I sigh, “Alright, well good luck out there for the time being. Try not 

to freeze your ass off if you can help it.”
“Alright, I’ll try. I’ll talk to you later, bud, see you.”
“See you.”

We don’t talk much the next few months, maybe once or twice. Somehow, 
Thanksgiving has rolled around again, and I find myself sitting around 
an extended table with my wife’s extended family, trying to finish some 
very dry turkey. Some distant relation is telling me about Joe Rogan and 
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how aliens definitely built the pyramids. My phone starts to ring in my 
pocket, but I don’t answer; nothing that can’t wait until after dinner. It 
stops ringing, starts again. On the third call, I excuse myself and step 
outside. We have a rule on my mom’s side of the family: you only call 
three times if it’s an emergency.

As I step onto the porch, I look down at my phone and see three 
missed calls from three different numbers: Brian, Janet, Unknown 
Number. Fuck. My dad’s side of the family. There’s no rule I know of 
for emergencies on my dad’s side of the family, but I haven’t spoken to 
these people in a decade. I can’t imagine they’re calling to wish me a 
happy Thanksgiving.

I call my cousin Brian back first. I haven’t seen or talked to him since 
we went snowboarding together when I was fifteen, but he’s a nice 
enough guy.

“Hey, Brian, everything okay?”
“Uh, well, not exactly. I guess your dad is having some sort of heart 

problem or something. My dad’s trying to get a hold of you. Have you 
talked to him?” It’s clear he’s trying not to say too much.

I take a shaky breath, “No, although I think I missed a call from him. 
Is my dad stable?”

“I think so, but I’m not exactly sure. You should call my dad back.”
“Okay, will do. Thanks for calling and letting me know.”
“Yeah of course, love you, man.”
“You too, bye.” Love you? I don’t even know you.
I hang up and call my Uncle Bruce, who, unlike Brian, is not a nice 

enough guy. I know him best for having put a guy in a coma by kicking 
him in the head with steel-toed boots.

“Hey, Aaron, I’m glad you called.” Bruce always sounds like he’s 
about to pitch a pyramid scheme.

“Hey, Bruce, what’s going on?”
“Your father is lucky to be alive, Aaron.”
“Okay, but he is alive, though?” I start to feel my heartbeat in my 

stomach, ignore it.
“Your father had a massive aneurysm in his abdomen. Lost a lot of 

blood internally. Doctor said ninety percent of people who have this 
don’t make it.”

“But how is he right now? Is he awake? Is he responsive? Is he 
in surgery?”

“Oh—hey, the doctor just walked in. Call Janet, she’ll fill you in.” 
He hangs up.
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These fucking people. I call Janet.
“Hey Janet, Bruce said you could fill me in about what’s going on 

with my dad?”
“Yeah, from what I’ve heard he had something called an aortic aneu-

rysm. Apparently ninety percent of people who have one bleed out be-
fore they get to the hospital. The doctor says he’s very lucky to be alive.”

“So he is alive? Is he out of surgery? Do we know if his brain is okay?” 
I suddenly remember why I haven’t talked to these people in ten years. 
They never say anything. 

“He is alive, and I think he’s out of surgery, but I’m not entirely sure. 
That’s all Bruce told me before he said you were calling him and hung 
up. Have you talked to him?”

“Yeah, he had to hang up when the doctor walked in. Said to call you.”
“Sorry, Aaron, that’s all I know.”
“Okay, I …” What the fuck was I supposed to do from a thousand 

miles away, race to the airport? “I guess I’ll try to call Bruce back.”

“Hey, Dad, can you hear me? Can you squeeze my hand?”
My father’s eyes just stare at the ceiling of the hospital room. Actually, 

one eye stares at the ceiling. The other is listing off to the left. This is 
the third day they’ve tried to wean him off of anesthesia. It’s not going 
as well as yesterday. Yesterday, we got hand squeezes and head nods. 
Today, he’s just getting aggravated. After about ten minutes of trying, 
they start the fentanyl back up. The goal is to get him off the ventilator 
and get him breathing on his own again, but it’s a moving target.

Bruce is here with his wife, Jenny. They keep looking at me expec-
tantly like I might fall on my knees and weep at any moment. No such 
luck. It seems like I forgot how to cry. I tell myself it’s because when 
I saw those three missed calls I assumed my father was already dead, 
so I’m just grateful he’s still kicking. I tell myself it’s because I’m so 
accustomed to seeing my wife in the ICU, this kind of stuff just doesn’t 
phase me anymore. The truth is, I’m terrified there isn’t any humanity 
left in me, terrified that I have buried it so deep that I won’t be able to 
find it when I need it.

“Well, we can’t expect his progress to be linear, I guess,” I say, vacantly. 
“No,” the nurse says, “this is pretty common after a major surgery. It 

could take a while.” She pushes herself back from her workstation and 
looks at me. “Did you guys get a chance to talk to the doctor earlier?”

“Yeah,” I say, speaking for the three of us, “He told us basically the 
same thing, ‘marathon-not-a-sprint’ and all that.” I let out a breath I 
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didn’t realize I was holding, “I’m flying home tonight, but I’ll fly back 
out as soon as he wakes up.”

“That’s a good idea, and you know you can check in by phone 24/7.”
“Yeah, I got the number from the front desk, thanks. Hey,” I say, 

handing her a few folded up pieces of paper sealed with a paperclip, 
“can you give this to my dad when he wakes up, or, if you don’t mind, 
can you read it to him? It’s not anything too personal or anything.” 

“Oh, yeah, of course.” She seems surprised, but takes the letter. 
I walk over to my father, put my hand on his arm and try not to look 

at his face. 
“See you later, Dad. I’ll be back soon.”

“Is he—” my voice breaks, I struggle to find the air necessary to make 
words, “is he still on the fentanyl?” 

The doctor looks to the nurse, who looks at me and says, “Yeah, don’t 
worry. He’s still on plenty of fentanyl. He can’t feel anything.” 

Five days have passed since I left Colorado. After I returned home to 
California, my father developed an allergy to one of the blood thinners 
he was on, Heparin, causing blood clots to form throughout his body. 
Bruce sent me two text messages, He’s fighting with everything he has 
to stay alive!!! followed shortly by, All his major organs are failing. I 
ignored the texts and called the nurse on duty. She said she was a little 
busy at the moment and maybe I should call Bruce. I didn’t. Instead, 
I got on a plane. Now I’m here, back in this shiny Colorado hospital, 
watching my father succumb to an allergy. The doctor has just finished 
telling us why he thinks we should opt for a do-not-resuscitate order, 
and, as his only child, I just gave the okay.

The nurse comes over and puts his hand on my arm. “I’m very sorry,” 
he says. I just nod, knowing that if I try to talk, what little self-control 
I have left will unravel. I see the folded-up papers I gave to the other 
nurse on the counter next to the workstation, slip them into my back 
pocket, and will my mind to not remember what I had written.

When he goes, he goes peacefully. His blood pressure starts to drop 
and doesn’t stop. I watch it on the screen above the bed like some ma-
cabre New Years Eve countdown, my hand on his arm, tears streaming 
onto my chin, still human.
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For Mark.
From Aaron.

*Please feel free to read this to Mark if he wakes up and is lucid but 
can’t read it himself for whatever reason. Sorry for my handwriting. 

Hey Dad,

It looks like I’m not going to be here when you wake up. I took as 
much time off of work and school as I thought I could get away 
with, but I’ve got to fly home tonight. With luck, I might be able to 
come back in a few weeks if you haven’t been released for whatever 
reason. Although the circumstances aren’t the greatest, your aneu-
rysm brought Janet and Jenny and Bruce and I together and it was 
good being able to catch up with them. As for me, I’ve taken this all 
pretty well, I think, so you don’t have to worry about me too much. 
Maybe I’ve been internalizing it and it will all come up later, but it’s 
also possible that spending so much time in the ICU with Kendra 
has just sort of numbed me to this kind of thing.

There are a couple things I wanted to give you shit for when you 
woke up, but it looks like I’ll just have to do it here. Namely, who 
gets hospitalized on Thanksgiving? And before dinner? That’s 
borderline un-American. In case you’re still high as a kite when you 
read this, this is humor.

They say English is a useless degree, but at least I can write you a 
decent letter, right? This hospital is nicer than Stanford, just so you 
know, and all your nurses have been great. You’re in good hands. 
When you get out of here, we’ve got to have a serious talk about 
your dental hygiene, though, because your breath could kill some-
body. On the other hand, thanks for getting life-flighted to Denver. 
It made visiting you way easier.

Alright, I’ve got to head out now, but just know everyone is root-
ing for you and wishing you a speedy recovery. And don’t forget 
we’ve got that return trip to Glacier this summer. I’m expecting a 
full recovery by then. Ideally you’ll even be able to walk more than 
a hundred feet without taking a break.

Love you,
Hope you had a good nap,
Aaron
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p.s.I stuck my lucky two dollar bill in here because I think you might 
need it more than I do for the time being. Gonna need it back when 
you recover, though.

I shake my head, as though to clear the memory, then take my hand-
ful of dried cranberries and dump them into the pot with the oatmeal, 
chopped walnuts, and brown sugar, my father’s voice fading.

It’s been three months since he died and I have often wondered if it 
was that goddamned letter that killed him. I should’ve known better 
than to put that kind of hope down in writing. You would think by 
now I would know better. The moment I wrote the words when you wake 
up, the universe sat bolt upright at his desk and said, “We’ll see about 
that, you arrogant motherfucker.” If I had been smart or brave enough 
to write if you wake up, maybe he’d have had a chance.

I finish my oatmeal and coffee and go into the backyard to pull 
weeds for a few hours. I don’t have class today, and I quit my job not 
long after my father’s life insurance company wired me fifty-thousand 
dollars. Now I spend as much time as I can in the backyard, pulling 
weeds, pruning, planting vegetables in the garden. It’s beautiful this 
time of year. The plum tree is blooming and the lawn is almost starting 
to look like an actual lawn. I do my best thinking out here, as well as 
my best not-thinking. Probably more of the latter. Can’t shake the image 
of your intubated father out of your head? Go pull some weeds and 
look at the pretty fruit trees. Don’t feel like writing that now absurdly 
trivial essay? There’s a whole batch of thistle in the side yard that isn’t 
getting any younger.

Sometimes, I even have imaginary conversations with my future 
children out here: “How come you throw away the slugs but not the 
worms?” my non-existent little boy or girl is asking me.

“Well, because the slugs like to eat our plants, but the worms help the 
plants grow, and I like worms.”

“Ohhh,” they’d say, and nod, while eating a handful of peas from the 
garden. And I would remember eating peas from the garden when I 
was little, remember that my father got at least a few things right.



Had I ever been told, before all of this happened, that I would live 
through a pandemic, I would have pictured fire. Scenes taken from 
movies, or visions made fit for the screen would have projected through 
my mind, and quickly. I would have readied my ears for constant 
screams. I would have readied myself for grief and for agony and for 
pain. I would have readied myself for immediacy.

I would have readied myself for immediacy. I would have pictured 
death ringing my doorbell, my life going from mundane to over in a 
flash. I would have assumed I might hit the ground cold before I even 
knew what happened. I would have pictured an ending, a large one, 
and a rapid one. I would have pictured apocalypse.

What no one tells you about pandemics, is that though they may 
sound and feel like the end, they are not. They are not an ending, but a 
waiting. They are intermissions.

What no one tells you about pandemics, is that they are long. That is, 
if you do them right, which I’d like to believe we are finally trying to 
do. What no one tells you about pandemics, is that to fight them, you 
must drag them out. You must hide from them, and let them slow their 
course. What no one tells you, is that you will have no weapons to run 
at your pandemic with, and so you must hide in your homes, under 
your blankets with your doors locked, while someone somewhere fig-
ures out how to kill it. What no one tells you, what you never saw in 
any movie, is that figuring out how to kill it will take a long time, and 
you will be left waiting.

What no one tells you about pandemics, is that they are quiet. That 
they are lonely.

What no one tells you about pandemics, is that you will be left with 
a lot of time on your hands.

What will surprise you, is the thoughts that will pass through 
your mind.

How to Live
Through a Pandemic

Emma Mundorff
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 Thoughts like: “I guess this is my chance to read that book.”
 Thoughts like: “Maybe tomorrow I’ll clean out the garage.”
 Thoughts like: “What’s on Netflix?”
 What will hurt you, is the reminder that while you are thinking 

these dull thoughts, people are dying.
 People are dying; people are very ill; people are losing people they 

love and are unable to hold their hands as they go; people are losing 
their jobs; people are falling into deep depressions; people are forced 
to work with the public and put themselves at risk; people are quaran-
tined in unsafe places; no one is unaffected and everyone is in some 
degree of pain.

 This is what will flood out your dull thoughts. Your mind will whip-
lash between the banal and the catastrophic numerous times as you 
go about your day in the confines of your small home. This whiplash 
will exhaust you.

 What I will tell you with certainty, is that you will be exhausted. You 
will be tired. You will be sleepy. You will sleep far more on an average 
day than you ever used to. Your life has been upended and how could 
that not exhaust you? You cannot remember the last piece of good news 
you heard and how could that not exhaust you?

 I will tell you with certainty that you will be exhausted, and because 
of this, if ever you need it, I grant you permission to indulge in your 
dull thoughts. I am no one special, but I grant you this permission, any-
way. I might be no one, but right now all we have is each other, and as 
your other, I grant you this permission.

 I fully believe it is our mundane activities and quaint thoughts that 
will allow us to get by.

 In the spirit of crisis camaraderie, let me share with you the dull 
thoughts I have experienced in the last few long weeks.

 Thoughts like: “This is my opportunity to get back into yoga.”
 Thoughts like: “How many books can I manage to read while 

quarantined?”
 Thoughts like: “If I up and die this week, what do I want the last 

book I ever read to be?”
 Thoughts like: “If I do not take this time to become a Real Writer 

then I will never be one and it will be the final bit of proof I needed that 
I’m a fucking fraud and my dreams are entirely baseless.” 

 Perhaps these last couple of thoughts are not so dull. I will also 
let you know that during your pandemic time, you will struggle to 
stay immersed in the dull, and that your thoughts will morph and 
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grow ugly and you’ll just have to learn to reel them in, and remind 
yourself to stay dull. Do not be surprised if you find yourself feeling 
guilty for being “unproductive.” This is not a time in which you are 
required to be active and sharp. This is not a time in which you are re-
quired to do anything, except, of course, nothing at all. This I know, but 
struggle with still.

 I wonder at what point during this global pandemic I will allow 
myself to take it easy.

 Because this is what I have done so far: I have done so much home-
work. I have gone above and beyond in my schoolwork, even while 
nearly every professor has been kindly cutting us all some slack. I have 
organized virtual writing workshops, virtual book clubs, virtual movie 
nights. I have logged into numerous virtual author readings. I have 
calculated how many hours in a day I “need” to read to hit my reading 
goals. I have written countless to-do lists. I have fixed up my resume to 
prepare for the very real possibility that I will have no job to return to 
when the world is right again. I have ordered a yoga mat from Amazon, 
and cut out some time each day to flail around on it while some white 
girl on YouTube tells me “set my intentions for the day” and “guide 
my energy through my toes.” I have reorganized my bookshelves into 
categories: read separated from to-be-read, literary fiction separated 
from genre fiction, non-fiction separated by subject, trade paperback/
hardcover separated from mass-market paperback, and everything al-
phabetized in its place.

 The world has crashed to a halt and I am trying to outrun it. I am 
unsure what point I am trying to prove. I am tired.

 I am tired. I sleep so much and then I do so much and then I repeat, 
all while the world outside is in a stagnant panic.

 And yet, when I talk to my friends, all confined to their own small 
homes, I do not tell them to be productive. One friend told me she 
feels guilty for spending roughly five hours out of each day stoned 
and staring at the ceiling, and without hesitation I told her not to feel 
guilty, to remember that we are living through an unprecedented, shitty 
time, and especially in these initial weeks, we should be allowed to 
cope however the fuck we want. One friend told me he feels guilty for 
avoiding the news, and without hesitation I told him not to feel guilty, 
to watch as much King of the Hill as he pleases if it helps him survive 
through another day. One friend told me how guilty she feels to be 
enjoying her time off from work, and without hesitation, I told her not 
to feel guilty, to enjoy whatever she can right now.
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These are the things I can say to friends. I can say to other people, 
indulge in your dull thoughts.

These are things I am struggling to say to myself.
What no one tells you about living through a pandemic, is that it 

will be long, and it will be quiet, and it will be lonely, and you will 
have a lot of time on your hands. And a lot of time to figure out what 
to do with that time. A lot of time to feel like you’re wasting it, your 
time. A lot of time to realize that the way you spend your time when 
given it in abundance, that that says something about your quality 
of personhood. 

If I were of the highest quality of personhood, this is how I would 
spend my average pandemic day: I would wake up at seven in the 
morning, having gone to bed at a reasonable eleven the night before. I 
would walk to the bathroom, put in my contacts and brush my teeth, fix 
my hair, then return to my room for thirty minutes of yoga. I wouldn’t 
follow along with a YouTube video. I would have multiple sun saluta-
tions ingrained in my mind, and could whip them out without thought. 
After rolling up my mat, I would get dressed in a cute but sensible 
outfit and make a healthy breakfast and a responsibly sized cup of 
black coffee, feed and scratch my cat, and read the news while I ate. 
I would read entire articles, not just headlines. I would do this until 
about nine. Then I would go to work, and by that I mean back to my 
room, where I would, of course, have an actual desk, a large one by 
the window (which would look out to flowers I had planted myself), 
made of oak, and I would write. I would immerse myself into only my 
writing until one. Then a healthy lunch. Then a long walk around the 
neighborhood with an audiobook. After that, I would tidy my room. 
I’d put away clean laundry. I’d straighten up my desk after my hours of 
vicious creation. I’d straighten my bookshelves, which would consist of 
more read books than not. From four to nine, I would read, at a steady 
pace, without distraction (dinner somewhere in the middle). Then a 
shower with an audiobook playing from my speaker, to maximize book 
time. Blow my hair dry and brush my teeth. Jot down a to-do list in my 
journal for the following pandemic day. Sleep. Repeat, allowing for very 
moderate variation.

This is the person I would like to be. This is not the person I am. I go 
to bed at two in the morning and sleep until noon. I struggle to follow 
along with my YouTube yoga videos, craning my neck at the screen to 
see where my legs are supposed to be. I wear the same outfit for days 
on end. I don’t write enough in a day to not consider myself a poser. I 
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love books, but am a slow reader. I force myself to stay busy to drive off 
the fear that all of my existence might come to nothing.

What no one tells you about pandemics, what I never in a million 
years would have guessed, is that something as overwhelming as a 
pandemic will not override your usual, boring, daily fears. Instead, a 
pandemic will force you to lock yourself in a quiet room with them.

For an indefinite period of time, you will be locked away to wonder, 
“Who am I when there is nothing else?”

But I am tired. I am so tired, and so annoyed about being so tired. 
The world has come crashing to a halt and I think that I am going to let 
myself do the same.

Living through a pandemic is not an opportunity of any kind. If you 
can manage to carve something good out of it, bless your heart, that’s 
so great. But I am done with to-do lists and overachieving.

The world has reached intermission, and so have I. So I am going to 
write something shitty, or write nothing at all. I am going to read my 
books slowly. I am going to sleep as long as I’d like. Maybe I’ll do some 
yoga when I wake up, and maybe I won’t. Maybe I’ll wash my hair and 
change my clothes, and maybe I won’t.

What no one tells you about living through a pandemic, but that I 
will tell you now, is that as the world quiets and slows, you are granted 
full permission to quiet and slow along with it.



I was thirteen years old the first time a grown man treated me 
like a woman. I was a tiny thing then, having just barely hit pu-
berty and in the midst of a full-on awkward stage. My hair was 
long and straight, complete with the classic middle-school-girl, 
side-swept bangs. My clothes seemingly always fit too small or too 
large and I had no sense of style. I had just gotten my braces. In 
my eyes, I was at the peak of my childhood quirkiness. Even now, 
I cringe at photos of myself at that age. I suppose that is why I 
couldn’t understand for the life of me why men had begun to look 
at me differently.

My family had taken a trip to the Santa Cruz Beach Boardwalk for 
a beach day. My cousin and I, being rebellious preteens, decided to 
venture off on our own, away from the rest of the family. We came 
across a giant rock at the end of the beach, seeing people attempting 
to climb it and take pictures at the top. We climbed it, clad only in our 
swimsuits, all the while feeling adventurous and daring, then took silly 
pictures of each other at the top. Two young men approached, asking if 
us “nice girls” would take a picture for them. They had just graduated 
college, they told us. They mentioned they were from Fremont and I 
remarked that I was too. They seemed friendly enough and they only 
wanted a picture.

“Of course!” we had agreed enthusiastically. I waited for them to 
hand me a camera and get in position for their picture. Instead, one 
of them wrapped an arm around each of us and pulled us in close. 
My cousin and I shared a confused glance behind his head before the 
other young man began snapping pictures of all three of us. Suddenly, I 
was self-conscious in my two-piece swimsuit. They switched off, taking 
turns to get their pictures with us, then left with a thank-you, saying 
it was nice to meet us. My cousin and I were puzzled by the whole in-
teraction and embarrassed by our own misunderstanding. But we did 

Thirteen
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know we felt ashamed in some way for being too afraid to stop it, and 
agreed not to mention it to our families. I was thirteen years old and 
already felt shame in being a woman.

During the same year, it happened again. I was settling into my 
new status as a teenager, beginning to be more confident in myself. 
Still, I viewed myself as a little girl with a lot to learn. I had dismissed 
the strange incident at the beach as a fluke. We were camping with 
some family friends late in the summer, all the kids repeatedly band-
ing together to go on little unsupervised adventures to the hiking 
trail. I was the only girl in the group and got endlessly teased by the 
others. While we were walking back through the campground, one 
of the boys kept shouting at other campers, waving hi and jokingly 
asking if they wanted a kiss. The other boys kept egging him on with 
their laughter, even as I cringed and scolded him for being obnoxious. 
I remember thinking that I longed to have the kind of freedom and 
bravery boys did.

He shouted again to a couple of men at one campground, asking 
them if they wanted a kiss. The taller of the two men played along and 
said yes, puckering his lips at us. The other man nudged his friend and 
said, “Hey, I wouldn’t mind a kiss from her, though.” We all looked at 
each other in surprise. The boys laughed it off, using it as another thing 
to tease me about. I was bewildered, though, and the moment stuck 
with me as we walked. I replayed it again and again in my mind, trying 
to make sense of it. Didn’t that man know I was thirteen? Couldn’t he see I 
was just a kid surrounded by other kids?

Over the years, I have grown up, finally understanding the way the 
world works. How men and women coexist. I have learned that the 
little things that happened to me as a thirteen-year-old, the moments 
that gave me a pause of hurt and confusion, are considered normal. I’ve 
learned how to exist in a public space, how to make myself invisible, 
unnoticeable. How to make myself safe. As much progress as women 
have made in society, I can’t help but feel that we continue to take 
steps backwards.

On October 7, 2016, coincidentally my seventeenth birthday, the 
Washington Post released a video of then-presidential candidate, 
Donald Trump. In said video, Trump describes attempting to seduce 
a married woman, making vulgar comments on how he “can do any-
thing,” even “grab them by the pussy,” to beautiful women because he 
is a star. Back then at seventeen years old, I was certain. Trump had to 
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be out of the running for president now. He had incriminated himself 
and he had no chance. The president is supposed to be a leader, to set 
the precedent of what American people should be: their ideals, their 
actions. In my mind, there was no possibility of a man who has spoken 
openly about assaulting women becoming our next president. Not in 
2016. A little birthday gift from the universe, I imagined. But the 2016 elec-
tion came and went, and the pit in my stomach grew. I had been naïve 
to make assumptions that the world was a just place. Then First Lady 
Michelle Obama’s speech conveyed with painful accuracy the way I felt, 
the way thousands of women across America felt in the moment, with 
a known sexual predator as their country’s new leader.

It’s like that sick, sinking feeling you get when you’re walking down 
the street minding your own business and some guy yells out 
vulgar words about your body. Or when you see that guy at work 
that stands just a little too close, stares a little too long, and makes 
you feel uncomfortable in your own skin. It’s that feeling of terror 
and violation that too many women have felt …

I am nineteen now. Definitely a woman, though still a young one. I 
went to Berkeley last week, taking the BART train to a flea market with 
my little sister, Maya. As we’re browsing through the stalls, a man leers 
at me and I suddenly remember I’m wearing shorts. “Goddamn,” he 
says, gesturing to my legs. I keep walking, acting like I didn’t notice. 
It’s no excuse, but I was raised in the Bay Area and it’s not all that 
unexpected. This is America, after all. I pull Maya towards a stall and 
pretend to show her something interesting. In reality, I am trying to dis-
tract her. I am mortified and trying to shield her from the ugliness of it 
all. Ordinarily, I could brush it off, get on with my day and forget about 
it. This time I am angry, fuming at the idea of someone acting that way 
while I have a child with me. Angry that I unknowingly signed a con-
tract at thirteen to be labeled a woman for the rest of my life. I spend 
the remainder of the day bitter about it, ashamed that my little sister 
had been there to see it.

I know that my experiences are in no way unique. I know that every 
woman has a specific age where they start to feel like a woman because 
men had begun telling them they were. I know that each woman has 
a story of the first time someone made them feel uncomfortable about 
the way they looked, a moment ingrained in their minds that felt like a 
turning point. I know that these little moments have become the norm 
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in society; that a man, even our own president, might call me an over-
dramatic bitch if I were to complain about getting attention. It’s not like 
I’ve ever been assaulted or anything. I just grew up. But my baby sister 
is thirteen now, and I pray every day that she gets to stay a girl a little 
while longer.



It’s said that our body stores emotions and memories within each muscle group.
As we stretch, these are released back into the greater universe.
Begin in mountain pose. Close your eyes and place your feet shoul-

der-width apart. Feel the ground beneath you.
Inhale. Set an intention as your arms raise to the sky. Embrace life 

in its entirety. Beauty and moments of growth alike. Make a mental 
note to buy more deodorant later in the day. Shake that thought as 
your hands touch in prayer above your head. Angle your head towards 
the clouds. View the scar on your wrist with love. An oven burn from 
the coffee shop job that, for two years, carried you through your days. 
The friends made, including the ex-marine who quickly wrapped your 
wrist in a cold towel before the adrenaline wore off. The stinging pain 
being cooled by familial caring.

Exhale and release your hands to your sides. Bend forward over your 
legs to examine your large feet. When did you get so grown? Size 8 
adult feet, so unlike those which your mom used to tickle in the car. 
Sleepy school day mornings and long afternoons of driving. She’d reach 
behind the driver’s seat to rouse you awake. Long nails tickling small 
wiggling toes.

Inhale as your hands come up to rest on your knees; back parallel to 
the ground. Feeling the amount of time it takes to come up your long 
legs. “Flaka,” Abuela used to say. “Model,” said the aunts. “The mak-
ings of an athlete,” said the uncles. Bring yourself back into the moment 
by smoothing fingers against the scar directly on top of your right knee. 
Smooth, yet faded over with years of healed flesh. Where did it come 
from? You don’t remember. Hands return to the ground.

Exhale and jump your feet back into plank position. Your body 
should form a straight line from toes, through the spine, to your nose. 
You used to not think much of your nose, before Instagram told you it 
didn’t turn up at the precisely coveted angle. This is your dad’s nose 
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that crinkles on the bridge when he laughs. You love his smile. You can 
learn to love your nose. Pause for an inhale.

Exhale. Lower your knees, chest and chin to the floor. Grapple with 
the fact that quarantine stress grew your chest an entire cup size. Stress 
eating and less opportunity to get steps in. Make a conscious connec-
tion with the mat as you thank your full body for the ways it has pro-
tected you through this time.

Inhale and come forward into an upward-facing dog. Let the love 
pour into your heart center as you push the front of your chest through 
your arms. Feel the bend and length in your spine. Repeat your inten-
tion to feel your power in its entirety.

Exhale. Push backward into downward dog. Your knees tremble as 
you engage the abs in this intermediate stretch. The stretch you learned 
surrounded by other seven-year-olds at the community center. The 
teacher once said that we all get a finite number of breaths when we’re 
born. Take them slowly and intentionally. “Be thankful for each one,” 
she said. Inhale deeply.

Exhale. Step your feet between the palms and lift again into a half 
fold. Feel the bone creaks that remind you of a good night’s rest. School 
assignments from the night before, a blur of white pages and small 
black text.

Inhale. Lift your chest and return to a standing position. Bring your 
hands up to meet above your head in prayer. Release hands by your 
side, standing tall and honest.

Return to normal breath.
Feel the morning sun shining off of your sweat-glistened cheeks. 

Okay, in reality you woke up at 11:30, far past when your parents be-
lieve you should rise. But now it’s 11:45 and you’re ready to take on the 
day. Whatever it is quarantine day 342 has in store for you.



Two kids dressed in Tommy Hilfiger chased
two kids dressed in Kmart’s Basic Edition.
Smiles wide leaking giggles.
Unknown was the
Malice in the chase, And
How it was focused on their race.

Sometimes, at night when everyone else is asleep, and everything has 
stopped, I think thoughts that I’ve tried to bury. Sometimes mindfully; 
sometimes my subconscious will do it for me. One of those nights, I had 
a memory of my fourth-grade Halloween.

That Halloween, my mother took me to Kmart to pick out a costume. 
There was only one Zorro costume, and it was all made out of what 
seemed the same material as those black trash bags. My mother told 
me it was a bad idea, but I was stubborn. On my way to school I was 
rubbing it in my mother’s face how cool I thought I looked. Everything 
was great until class began, and I noticed the first tear around my 
knees. Then the steady and devastating tears in the suit cascaded before 
my Zorro-fanboy eyes. Every time we would sit in “criss-cross apple 
sauce,” I could see more and more of my bare knees. At the end of the 
day the whole outfit was so torn you would think I was some kind of 
trash-bag burglar.

 The next day when I got to school, the teacher introduced us to two 
new kids that had come from Mexico. They did not speak a word of 
English. I think their names were Marco and Andres.

They would sit by themselves; no one interacted with them. I spoke 
Spanish, but never really at school. I was surrounded by kids that were, 
for the most part, white. Several more weeks passed, and I noticed that 
Marco and Andres were playing with Jonathan and Tom. They were not 
the nicest kids from what I remember. I approached them and noticed 
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they were playing a game in which Tom and Jonathan chased after 
Marco and Andres. I was a shy kid with only one friend, and he was 
still eating. So, I very nervously walked up to Marco and asked if I 
could play in Spanish. He told me that I could, and that they were play-
ing “toros y toreros”—bulls and bullfighters. It seemed weird to me 
even then that Jonathan would know about toreros. They zoomed by 
Jonathan at full speed, faces made up with wide grins. When they sped 
past Tom I heard him turn to Jonathan and tell him that they needed 
to catch those Mexicans so that they could send them back to Mexico. 
I was floored by the horror of what I heard, and its insane contrast to 
what Marco and Andres believed was happening. I remember walking 
away, going back to my only friend, and during that recess turning back 
to look at Marco and Andres from time to time, just seeing how happy 
they were. In their mind, they had finally made friends; someone from 
school finally played with them.

I did not know whether to tell them the truth. The truth was cold, 
sharp, and it would cut them down. I do not think my young mind 
could process it fully at the time; all I knew back then was that this 
was wrong, but I had no idea how to look at those wide grins and tell 
them how cruel people could be. I did nothing, and I remember they 
disappeared some time into the school year. I never saw them again. I 
did nothing, and that is something that troubles my sleep even now.



JASMIN CANCHOLA is a Studio Art and Art History major at Modesto 
Junior College. She has a fascination for abstract artwork and, for the 
last five years, has been painting as a form of self-expression. She also 
enjoys visiting art galleries around the Stanislaus County.

ANGEL RODRIGUEZ is an Illustration major at Cal State East Bay, a 
piercer, and a tattoo artist native to the Bay Area. She takes a lot of her 
inspirations from friends, nature, and pop culture, and transfers them 
to her art—whether on canvas, digital, or as tattoos.

CONNIE TANG is an alumnus of Cal State East Bay. When not using 
words, she seeks to tell her stories through illustration and occasionally 
animation and augmented reality. Find her on Twitter as @tianjine or 
Instagram as @tianjin.e.
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ARTHUR ARBOLEDA is a Young Adult fiction writer currently finish-
ing up his first year at Cal State East Bay. As a queer Pinoy voice, Arthur 
hopes to bridge the gaps in his culture with tradition and transforma-
tive action. Arthur hopes to meet Steven Yeun someday.

AARON BAKER is a burgeoning English teacher and musician from 
Martinez, California. A recent Cal State East Bay graduate, he credits 
Steve Gutierrez and Susan Gubernat for teaching him everything he 
knows about writing.

CASEY BOLLS is a Cal State East Bay Spring 2021 graduate who has a 
BA in English with a Concentration in Creative Writing. Growing up 
with a huge passion for books, she plans on a career in writing and 
editing, and dreams of someday writing a novel.

JONATHAN CUEVAS is a senior at Cal State East Bay. His major is 
Video and Animation, with a minor in Creative Writing. His favorite 
genre of writing is fantasy-based fiction.

GIRELLE DIZON is an avid reader of fanfiction who loves listening to 
chillhop and surfing YouTube. He started writing as a way to reclaim 
the voice he had lost, and he hopes his short stories will allow other 
people to reclaim their own lost voices as well.

J. A. FRANCO has been at East Bay for a short time now, yet in this short 
time has gotten to experience the close-knit community that lives on 
this campus. Quarantine hasn’t made this easy to further explore, but 
being able to use this time to deeply examine any talents or interests 
has been a nice distraction.

CYNTHIA GARCIA is a first generation graduate and newly published 
author, which are simply stepping stones towards achieving her true 
aspirations.

authors



LEONA HO is a senior at Cal State East Bay who transferred from com-
munity college and is now looking forward to her time earning her 
MFA in Creative Writing. In her free time, she enjoys watching movies, 
listening to music, going on walks, baking, being active in her church 
and her church’s college fellowship, and, of course, writing.

LINDSEY HALFEN is a Cal State East Bay senior with a love of stories, 
writing, and all things creative. She hopes to become a full-time editor 
after graduating college, specifically editing fantasy novels.

CHRISTOPHER HESTER is an English major with a concentration in 
creative writing at Cal State East Bay. When he’s not writing, he’s most 
passionate about music, video games, and volunteering for NaNoWriMo.

MILAN LOPES is a proud Bay Area native who writes for the underrep-
resented. She is pursuing a degree in Creative Writing and spends her 
time going on long walks with her cats.

JASMINE MAHAR AJ  is a twenty-one year old who is majoring in 
English with a concentration in Creative Writing. Now as her fourth 
and final year at Cal State East Bay comes to a close, she hopes to take 
all of the memories made and all of the new experiences as a writer 
along with her, as she moves on into the real world. She dreams of being 
an author, a teacher, and most of all, she dreams of touching the hearts 
of others through the art of written language.

EMMA MUNDORFF is a graduating senior, wrapping up her Bachelor’s 
in Creative Writing. She puts her pants on one leg at a time.

AMANDA NAVA is a freelance proofreader, editor, and writer in the 
San Francisco Bay Area. Is a mild hazard while reading and walking 
their dog.

MELIKA NEJAD is an aspiring Iranian-American writer. Her dream 
is to teach Creative Writing and become a young adult librarian (and 
maybe releasing a book or two wouldn’t hurt either).

JAVIER PEÑA has aspirations to be both an acclaimed prose and graphic 
novel writer. He writes about things that linger in his mind, and they 
usually turn out to be about family.



KAELEIGH PICKENS has had a love for both storytelling and science 
for as long as she can remember, and has found she tends to mix them 
together a lot in her writing. She’s found that each of them has helped 
her build her understanding in different yet equally important ways, 
and she hopes that through her stories she’s able to share that under-
standing with others.

ISABEL POQUIZ is an English major and Ethnic Studies minor gradu-
ating this year. She loves to write things that resonate with others.

SKYLER R AMIREZ believes communication is integral to gaining 
understanding and fostering empathy. After receiving a bachelor’s in 
English Creative Writing, she is now pursuing a career in educational 
government.

EDER REYES is in school because he wishes to someday be a teacher. 
Writing, for him, is purely for fun, and his goal is to get those who hate 
reading to like it.

KATHERINE M. WENCESLAO SOTO is an aspiring writer who mainly 
writes fantasy novels. Most of the stories are written in third-person 
omniscient and rarely in first-person.

JIMMY TAMIMI is a person who sits in front of a computer and presses 
buttons with letters on them.

ELLEN ZAVALA is an English Language and Literacies major at Cal 
State East Bay who is striving to work with the written word and en-
courage people to read. She is more of a reader than a writer but hopes 
that her pieces can take up a tiny space in someone’s heart.



On FRONT-END COMMUNICATION TECHNIQUE (2008), Michael 
Hall writes: “This is part of a series of paintings called the Collision se-
ries. It began after a night I drove home from my studio. At the end of 
an exit ramp, was a car wrecked into a lamppost. The driver was alright, 
but the car looked like a crushed can. When I saw that, the sense of se-
curity I felt in my own car was shaken. I realized that what I felt when 
seeing that wreck was similar to the ideas of control and protection I 
was working with in other projects. We drive in these sealed environ-
ments, feeling in control, protected and empowered—but, in a moment, 
that can change. Just like this last year …”

MICHAEL HALL is an artist and educator whose work is concerned 
with finding empathy and complexity in situations that are often po-
larized and oversimplified. Hall is currently an Assistant Professor, 
Painting and Drawing at California State University, East Bay.
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WOW!
As a new faculty member, my first advisory rounds with the Occam’s 
Razor folx have been a major life lesson in witness and survival. Let 
me take a moment to spread it all out here for the records. The chaos 
that was transformed into wellspring for this project deserves space. 
Together we weathered and are weathering: a global pandemic bring-
ing death and so many other unfathomable family and community 
losses; economic threats; housing threats; employment chaos; protests 
ushering in new Civil Rights, tail-ends of #DumpTrump; a fraught 
election; a wildfire season ramping up climate emergency panic; learn-
ing how to populate the world as a talking head. What else—so much 
more. Being afraid to hug and kiss. Worrying about finding work in a 
post-pandemic economy, with shiny new degrees … You didn’t know 
if you could swing this, but the thought of defeat was too utterly 
sad—not my style, and not yours. I offered a few pep talks and you 
all ran with them.   

In a single semester, during a pandemic, an editorial team of approx-
imately sixteen people gathered and selected approximately forty-five 
works from submission piles to bring approximately two hundred 
pages of excellence. All digitally coordinated: we haven’t even met up in 
a park yet to social-distance party launch. We will. This wouldn’t have 
happened without alumnx, Allen Jang, as Art Director and Designer, 
and prior Editor-in-Chief, Noelle Hennings, mentoring and catching 
me up on the long history of this student-led journal. I did very little 
here other than, as EIC  Emma Mundorff says in her Editor’s Note, in-
spire everyone to “work past their limitations.” I did try to do that. You 
all assembled theme, generated and solicited work, managed all ac-
ceptances, copyedited. I was handed piles of fabulosity, reflecting your 
smart decisions. I will marvel at your success forever.

So, let’s admit it, there’s a lot of depression in these texts. The Grim 
Reaper lurks—losing family members, near-death recollections, con-
siderations of death—existentialism run amok. Anxiety, boredom, de-
spair, and disorientation also make heavy appearances. Mise-en-scene 
of COVID-19 was the goal, after all. I hope Issue 38 is like no other in this 
regard. On the other hand, all that I see is ambition and love for litera-
ture seeping through. Artists who aren’t afraid to write tough material, 



who want to transform our mundane existences into sublime com-
munications, who want to live large. The dream is alive and well! 

What dream? The dream to be Non-Garbage. See Emma Mundorff’s 
“Maybe One Day We Will Not Be Garbage”:

“Dude, the dream, like the dream, is to be non-garbage.” I set my 
chin in my hands, romantic thoughts of not being a dumpster fire of 
a writer in my head.

Visions danced. Me sitting at a typewriter wearing a turtleneck. 
Me being interviewed on NPR, my voice now smooth and sophis-
ticated instead of stumbling and shrill. Me humbly accepting my 
Man Booker Prize. My parents crying with pride. My older brother 
seething with jealousy at my having crushed him in the game of 
Sibling Rivalry.

I might be the only person who actually owns typewriters and 
turtlenecks here, and I’ll for sure wear them if they mean that I’m 
non-garbage. Good to know. But in all seriousness, let me assure each 
of you that there is no garbage here. You will land cool jobs, you will 
publish, you will make books, and you will find joy. You created com-
munity in an incredibly difficult landscape, and I hope that carries your 
friendships with each other into the future. I’ve been watching in awe, 
and will continue to as you keep in touch and share your experiences 
once you’re out and about, beyond campus boundaries in a new era 
of celebration, discovery, and relishing human love and culture.

WARMLY,
Trinie Dalton, Faculty Advisor



The display text of this magazine is set in GRAVITY, a neo-grotesque 
sans serif assembled by Vincenzo Vuono. Inspired by architecture, 
industrial design, and the geometric proportions of objects in nature, 
Gravity melds the angular features of Univers with Futura’s large, open 
counters. The result is a typeface which appears precisely machined, 
yet encourages closer inspection from the human eye.

Hermann Zapf’s PALATINO reprises its role as the magazine’s body 
type. While it takes after the humanist serifs of the Italian Renaissance—
reflective of Zapf’s expertise as a calligrapher—Palatino is drawn with 
wide apertures and a taller x-height to increase its legibility, establish-
ing it as a preeminent choice for use in book publishing. Microsoft’s 
Linotype variant enables many OpenType features, such as true small 
capitals and oldstyle numerals.

colophon
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