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Occam’s Razor is an annual, student-run publication at California State University, East 
Bay (CSUEB). All entries are submitted to the judges anonymously to ensure impartiality. 
At present, only CSUEB students and recent alumni are eligible to submit written work. 
The rights of all published works remain with the authors. For additional information, 
contact Professor Trinie Dalton at trinie.dalton@csueastbay.edu. We would like to thank 
the many students who submitted their work and the judges for their assistance.

Our R. V. Williams Fiction Contest was judged this year by Ann Dávila Cardinal. She has 
a B. A. in Latino Studies from Norwich University, an M. A. in sociology from UI&U, and 
an MFA in Writing from VCFA. She also helped create VCFA’s winter MFA in Writing res-
idency in Puerto Rico. Ann’s first novel, Sister Chicas (New American Library, 2006) was 
co-written with Jane Alberdeston Coralin and Lisa Alvarado. Her horror YA novel, Five 
Midnights, won the 2020 International Latino Book Award in the category of Best Young 
Adult Fantasy & Adventure and an AudioFile’s Earphones Award for the audiobook, and 
was a finalist for the Bram Stoker Award. The story continues in Category Five, also from 
Tor Teen, and a 2021 nominee for the same International Latino Book Award category. 
Her first adult novel, the Puerto Rican magical realist mystery The Storyteller’s Death, will 
be released from Sourcebooks in October 2022.

Our DeClerq Poetry Contest was judged by the DeClerq family along with CSUEB’s 
English Department faculty.

Our Flash Contest was judged this year by Hasanthika Sirisena. Her work has been an-
thologized in This is the Place (Seal Press, 2017); in Everyday People: The Color of Life (Atria 
Books, 2018); and twice named a notable story by Best American Short Stories. She has 
received fellowships from the MacDowell Colony and Yaddo and is a Rona Jaffe Writers’ 
Award recipient. She is currently a faculty member at the Vermont College of Fine Arts 
and Susquehanna University, and she is acting editor at West Branch magazine and an 
editor at 7.13 Books. Her short story collection, The Other One, won the Juniper Prize and 
was released in 2016 by the University of Massachusetts Press. Her essay collection, 
Dark Tourist, won the 2020 Gournay Prize and is forthcoming from Mad Creek Press / The 
Ohio State University Press.
 
All other works in this issue were hand-selected by our team of student editors, which 
included Dylan Anderson, Stefanie Boggs-Johnson, William Crawford, Ariana Jaramillo, 
and Gisell Jimenez.

Occam’s Razor is published by the English Department at California State University, East 
Bay. Find us at occamsrazorcsueb.wordpress.com. Cover art from Alicia Arrizon; logo, 
cover, and interior designs by Allen Jang. © 2022 Occam’s Razor.
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tribal land 
acknowledgment

Jalquin / Yrgin Ancestral Muwekma Ohlone Territory

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.



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 signifi-
cance of this Holše Warep (hol-sheh wah-rehp) – Beautiful Land to the 
indigenous Muwekma Ohlone People of this region. We ask everyone 
who attends or visits Cal State University East Bay in Hayward to be 
respectful 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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editor’s note
DEAR READER,

Thank you for choosing to read Issue 39 of Cal State East Bay’s Occam’s 
Razor! The excitement and pride I feel about this issue are more than 
I can express.

When the editors and I were setting up the parameters for this issue, 
the one thing we felt was most important was that the issue had no 
specific theme. We often joked about having a paradoxical “theme of no 
theme.” We wanted to allow writers to share whatever was important 
for them to share, and as a result, we received many brilliant pieces.

Without giving too much away, I will say that you are in for an emo-
tional ride. Our writers did an exceptional job at expressing and por-
traying various emotions in multiple creatively genius ways. Many of 
the authors in this issue are peers who I have had many classes with, 
and it has been a truly wonderful experience to watch their writing 
develop over the years.

As you will read, our writers contributed to many categories in 
this issue. Included in this year’s issue are the contest winners and 
strongest contenders of the R. V. Williams Memorial Short Fiction 
Contest, the Flash Fiction Contest, the Creative Non-Fiction Contest, 
and the DeClerq Family Poetry Contest. Our artists submitted their 
works to our open call, our favorite works were chosen, and are now 
presented to you.

Suffice to say, these contests could not have been done without the 
help of a lot of great people. To the donors of these contests, thank you 
so much for your contribution. To our special guest judges, Hasanthika 
Sirisena and Ann Dávila Cardinal, thank you so much for your time 
and dedication. The editorial team strongly values your contribution 
to our issue.

Additionally, I’d like to thank my professor and our faculty advi-
sor, Trinie Dalton, for all of your support and guidance. At times when 
things got stressful, you were the kind and calming presence that every 
editorial team needs.

I would be remiss if I did not mention my amazing editorial team. 
We were a small, but very dedicated team. To our design editor, Allen 



Jang, thank you so much for all of our design and input work. This issue 
is because you put it together. I also want to thank you for all of the 
guidance you gave me, an at-times staggering chief. You always knew 
what to do when I didn’t, and I’ll always appreciate your support. To my 
managing editor, Gisell Jimenez, my friend, you were a lifesaver. Thank 
you for always being there to lend a helping hand, and for helping me 
lead this great team. To the rest of my fellow editors: Stefanie Boggs-
Johnson, Dylan Anderson, and William Crawford, thank you so much 
for your time and energy in editing these pieces. Every Wednesday 
Zoom meeting, every tired night of editing, and everything crazy in 
between has been for this. I am proud of you all, and I am grateful 
beyond words.

I once promised my tenth-grade English GATE teacher that if I were 
to ever publish something with my name in it, I would make sure to 
acknowledge her. To Mrs. Lana King, thank you for believing I could 
do it, it is done.

Finally, I wish to extend my gratitude to the authors and artists of 
this issue, thank you for sharing your work with us, and for allowing 
us to share it with everyone else.

WITH MUCH APPRECIATION,
Ariana Jaramillo, Editor-in-Chief



firstprize / r. v. williamsfictioncontest

As Much as the 
Trees Will Tell Me

Arthur Arboleda, Jr.

Nothing makes you feel older than coming back to the neighborhood 
you grew up in.

Maybe if I stayed in the same home for the entirety of my life, I 
wouldn’t feel this old, but I’m sure that comes with its own set of prob-
lems. I spend a lot of time thinking about having different problems to 
deal with, other than the ones I have now. It’s not healthy, but it keeps 
my mind busy.

The worst part about it is that the trees are gone. Even as I’m sitting 
in my car, just a block down, I already hate what this house has become. 
It’s been six years, and it’s so different. Why get rid of the trees? Now 
there’s nothing protecting this home. No more shades of orange to dec-
orate the yard during the fall. What’s this city’s problem with trees?

My cousin Miles loved trees. He used to lay under the shade of the 
trees on the sidewalk whenever it got too hot. I asked him one time 
what his favorite part of lying there was. He had a whole house with 
his family here, but he spent as much time as he could out on the grass. 
He told me, “It’s too quiet in the house.” This, I knew, was absolutely 
true. His parents don’t fight often. It’s much quieter than mine. So 
much so that everyone decided it was best if I lived with him instead, 
while my parents tried to figure each other out. “Plus,” he continued, 

“if you lie out here long enough, you’ll hear cool things. The trees will 
tell you things.”

I was ten at the time, so the promise of hearing cool things was 
enough to get me to lie on the grass with him. I kept my eyes open, 
waiting for the trees to say something.

“I don’t hear anything,” I said, almost immediately after lying down.
“You have to close your eyes.”
“But you don’t close your eyes when you lay down.”
“Yeah, but that’s because I’m fluent in Tree already. You’re like in 

beginner Tree class, so you really have to focus.”
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I laugh to myself in the driver’s seat of my car. It’s funny looking 
back at it now, but I really believed everything Miles told me. And I 
did it. I listened to my cousin, who was fluent in both Tagalog and Tree, 
apparently. I closed my eyes and let the gravity of the Earth pull me 
deep into her soil, almost hugging me. When you get past the prick-
liness of the grass, and you sink into the Earth, the trees will tell you 
their secrets. My favorite thing was when the wind would blow, and 
you’d hear an ensemble of sounds playing together. The leaves fluttered 
as the wind gushed by, little acorns dropping in the distance, but my 
favorite sound was hearing the trees stretch. When the wind pushes 
the tree hard enough, you can catch the creaking of the trunk and its 
branches. Closing your eyes and hearing that truly felt like a secret. 
Now the trees are gone, and so are their secrets.

When Miles died, it was no question to his parents and me for his rest-
ing place to be under as many trees as possible. I even got Tita June’s 
permission to leave an acorn in his pocket. I doubt I’ll ever see the tree 
grow, but I think Miles would’ve thought that’d be cool.

Even now, as I’m walking to the home that I spent a part of my child-
hood in, I’m furious that the trees are gone. But as soon as I saw the open 
house listing online, I knew I had to come and find one more of Miles’ se-
crets. One last thing he could tell me; one last moment of enlightenment 
from him. Maybe we missed something he left behind. I get less anxious 
as I see there are multiple people here at the open house, but I’m pissed 
at the same time. Get out of this damn house. This isn’t yours.

I stop short of the door, stranded in the yard, realizing I’m poorly 
dressed. The neighborhood has changed a lot, and with it, the people. 
There are clearly a lot of buyers here that are richer than me. As they 
trickle in and out of the house, I notice they’re mostly donning the same 
expensive brand jackets. I spot a couple of people with their badges 
from work; I think it’s a status thing. Why else would people wear 
those badges outside of the office, other than to let people know who 
they work for?

I don’t have a badge, and I work at a damn movie theater. Maybe 
I should wear my nametag from work, with Dead Poets Society as my 
favorite film. I think it’d be a great conversation starter, and people 
should just wear their favorite film on them at all times. Miles would’ve 
laughed at that.

The lack of shade in the yard makes me feel exposed, and I try to 
seek shelter in what used to be our home. I brush past a couple who 
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look rather disappointed by what they saw and my feelings are imme-
diately hurt. Go somewhere else then.

The porch of the home has been done up real nicely. A fresh coat 
of white paint to match the fresh coat of white all over the rest of the 
house. It used to be a faded mute green, and the only parts of the house 
that were white were the windows. Now, it’s just all white with little ac-
cents of blue here and there. I look at the house to the left and the house 
to the right. They’re also done up in the same white and blue colorway. 
It has to be all clean and uniform now, or else people won’t think it’s 
the “nice side of town.”

I hop up the steps of the porch and quickly get inside. Were I not 
greeted with the same stairs immediately coming through the front 
door, I would’ve mistaken this for a different house altogether.

The walls are painted a faint blue hue. No, wait, I think it’s gray. I 
can’t tell; it keeps changing whenever I look at a different spot in the 
house. I see that the kitchen is still visible from the front door, but from 
what I can tell, it’s been completely modernized. Now, there’s a gray 
marble countertop spanning the entire wall of the kitchen with a white 
island in the middle. Above the island are geometric lamps hanging 
from where the old ceiling fan used to be.

One of Miles’ little notes was on the bottom of that ceiling fan. And 
it’s something that got him in big trouble when his dad, Tito Vinny, 
found out he wrote it in permanent marker.

I used to make fun of Miles for always having to ask his dad to turn 
on the ceiling fan for him because neither of us could reach it. At ten, 
we were very short kids. I’d later grow much taller than him. Then he’d 
joke around, and ask me to turn the ceiling fan. But when we were ten, 
to prove me wrong, he got up on our round brown dining table and 
left a note for me. “I found a way,” he wrote on one of the blades of the 
fan. It took weeks for his dad to find it, but when he did, you can bet he 
spanked him for that, to which I also laughed. And as mad as his dad 
was at Miles, he never tried to wash it off or replace the blade.

The ceiling fan isn’t there anymore, and I guess they couldn’t get the 
permanent marker off the plastic blade. What Miles wrote on the blade 
wasn’t really a secret or anything profound, but I guess that’s what 
happens when someone dies. Everything they leave behind feels like a 
secret. Almost like you’re trying to piece together some sort of truth to 
their death, forcing it to have some kind of meaning.

It doesn’t really matter how Miles died. The details were never im-
portant to me. I never asked for specifics, and his parents were kind 
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enough to leave it at that. I think they decided to keep that part of the 
grief to themselves. I also know some part of me would never rest with 
that piece of information. If I knew he’d drowned or something like 
that, the thought of his final moments, flailing in agony, would haunt 
me. The worst-case scenario that I’ve imagined torturing myself with 
is that he wanted to die; that maybe he didn’t feel loved enough, maybe 
the trees stopped sharing secrets with him, maybe—

“Hello!” I hear, snapping me out of whatever hole I was digging.
“Are you here for the viewing?” a man in a suit with a clipboard says 

to me. I can only deduce that this is the realtor.
“Oh uh, yeah, I guess it is some kind of viewing.”
“Excuse me?”
“No, yeah, sorry, I’m fine; I just wanted to stop by and look around.”
He hands me a pamphlet, assuring me that if I needed anything, he 

could answer any questions I have.
I smile at the man, so he leaves me alone.

“So when y’all painted over this house with this boring gray or blue 
paint, did you see any writing or notes hiding in the walls?” I say 
to myself.

I head in the opposite direction of the kitchen, past the front door, to 
see the living room. It’s decorated with more modern, minimalist fur-
niture. There was once a huge couch right here, one of those big, brown, 
L-shaped ones. It was easy for Miles and I to knock out on it, sleeping 
perpendicular to each other.

I think I was thirteen, and he was fourteen, when his parents finally 
caved in and bought us a video game console. I recall Tito Vinny saying 
that was one of the worst decisions he’s made when we were living to-
gether. We spent hours playing games with each other. Even when both 
of us weren’t playing, we enjoyed watching the other play while eating 
snacks on the couch. We’d also go to sleep super late, staring at the 
screen practically all night and sleeping when the sun came up. Miles 
strategized that we could just stay up all night and stay awake until we 
had to go to sleep again later the next day. That never happened; we 
always ended up knocking out at 6 A.M., and we’d wake up to his Mom 
yelling at us for staying up again.

That big, brown leather couch Miles and I have slept on so many 
times is replaced by a tiny black couch that can hold maybe two people 
max, if they sit straight up. I look at the pitiful couch and notice a large 
rectangular mirror hanging right above it. I stare at myself, surprised. 



5 / occam’srazor

Do I look this sad all the time? My hair is wild and unkempt, and the 
bags under my eyes look heavier than usual.

A group of three guys in their twenties joins me in the living room, 
and I feel the need to leave. They didn’t do anything in particular to 
make me feel rushed out; I just felt like I didn’t belong here.

“We won’t really need a living room since we’ll all have our own 
rooms anyways,” I hear one of the guys propose. His two other friends 
agree with him, one of them saying, “Oh yeah, we can use this area for 
an office space instead, have our desks in different spots…”

“What kind of home doesn’t need a living room?” I ask my-
self—but who am I to judge? When I turned eighteen, I moved back 
in with my parents; hell, even now at twenty-four, no one spends 
time in the living room. I think it’s because we can’t stand each 
other. I wish we got along, but we can’t figure things out no matter 
how much we try. After all that time away, they still couldn’t figure 
out what was wrong with their marriage. Honestly, it might be bet-
ter if they divorced, but Filipinos don’t really believe in that kind of 
thing. Miles always told me my parents would work things out, and 
again, I believed him. The truth of the situation might’ve been a lot 
for my younger self to handle, but now I think he might’ve actually 
been wrong here.

I leave the living room and make my way to the back of the home. The 
gray screen door is replaced by a nice glass sliding one. I actually like 
this change—I’m a sucker for natural light. I look outside and see that 
the backyard is full of green and healthy grass. I find myself getting a 
little sad, thinking about how Miles would’ve loved a grassy backyard 
instead of the concrete one we grew up with. The concrete backyard 
had some cool perks, though. He had a basketball hoop that took up 
most of our time before we got the game console. Who knows; maybe 
if Tito Vinny didn’t buy us a gaming console, we might’ve gotten really 
good at basketball.

“Shouldn’t we keep score?” I’d ask in the middle of the game, realiz-
ing we’re just making shots.

“What, why? We’re just playing.”
“Yeah, I guess, but wouldn’t it be nice to keep track?”
Miles runs through the screen door, into the kitchen, and back out 

with some chalk. He drops to the floor and writes “Miles” in green and 
“Stan” in blue—our names, right next to each other. We’d play some 
more, but after each score, he’d write a tally mark next to our names. 
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When we were both tired, we ended the game, took a look at our tally 
marks, and I lightly smacked Miles’ arm.

“You wrote all of our points together!” I exclaimed.
Miles, confused, says, “Yeah, you said you wanted to keep track?”

“Yeah, of our individual scores! So we could know who won!”
“Don’t get so mad,” he says, lightly chuckling. “Look,” he’d continue, 

“it looks like both of us made a lot of baskets anyways.”

I wish I could remember how much we both scored that day. I bet you 
it was a lot. Now, all I have to stare at is this beautiful green grass on 
top of our harsh gray concrete.

“It’s nice grass, isn’t it?”
I turn to see the same man who handed me a pamphlet earlier right 

next to me.
“It sure is… grass.”
“It’s real nice, and you won’t even have to worry about it drying up 

in patches.”
I can only guess that he’s alluding to sprinklers. I’m sure a property 

like this comes with that.
“Yeah,” he says, continuing the conversation himself, “importing the 

fake grass was the longest part of fixing up the house.”
Fake grass? What’s wrong with regular grass? What’s the appeal? 

Never mind, Miles would’ve hated this.
“Hey,” I say, finally starting a conversation with this man, “how much 

is this property valued right now?”
He stares upward as if an imaginary calculator popped up above 

him and he’s doing the math.
“The property itself is about…1.3 million dollars,” the man almost sings.
I stare at him with my tired eyes in disbelief.

“One-point-three million dollars…” I repeat each syllable slowly. 
None of us were rich, not me, Miles, or either of our parents. How does 
the house we grew up in have a value of a million dollars? When Miles 
and his family eventually had to move out because they couldn’t afford 
to live here anymore, I remember thinking I would see them move back 
when they had enough money. I remember daydreaming about being 
back in this home with them, with Miles. I now see that this was never 
going to happen. None of us would ever make enough money to come 
back to this house.

“Awesome, thank you,” I say to the man while turning away to make 
my way upstairs.
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I feel angry at him, but that might only be due to his proximity to 
the situation. He’s not the reason a family can’t afford to live in the city 
they were born and raised in, but I still hate him.

I push past everyone else here on my way upstairs, even more 
disgusted at how fucking expensive this home is, and how probably 
everyone here at the viewing can afford to buy it. I make my way down 
the hallway, walking past the master bedroom, the bathroom, and 
straight into the room that Miles and I shared.

Thank God no one’s here because I needed to cry. When I was younger, 
I used to cry a lot. I mean that hasn’t changed, but I used to run into this 
room and cry because I wanted my parents to fix their marriage. Now I 
can only hope they have the sense to divorce and find happiness while 
they still can. This was before I was trading a different set of problems 
for another, but I remember waiting and waiting for them to call to tell 
me they’d fixed everything, and that I can come back home. When I was 
eighteen, Miles’ family couldn’t afford the house anymore, which also 
meant they couldn’t afford to take care of me. I was forced back into my 
parents’ arms. It didn’t take long for me to realize nothing was fixed, 
and I doubt they had done anything productive within the eight or so 
years I lived with Miles.

I don’t know what I was expecting when I came here. Here I am, in 
the same room I used to run into when I was a teenager, still crying 
about things I can’t control.

In a perfect world where I had more money than I knew what to do 
with, I’d buy this damn house. I’d buy the house and throw out all of 
the furniture. I’d peel off the tacky fake grass in the backyard and draw 
on the concrete with chalk. I’d tear the walls apart, pulling off layers 
of paint and exposing the walls that have been there all along—the 
walls that I’m familiar with. Then, I’d find even more notes from Miles 
written in the beams that hold up the home. He’d tell me what to do 
with all this grief. He’d tell me how to move on, that he lived his life as 
happily as he could, and that I have nothing to worry about. He’d tell 
me everything will work out.

I don’t know what I needed to hear. I guess I just needed anything.
I locked myself in this room one last time when I heard that they 

were moving away and that Miles and I would no longer be so close to 
each other. Miles would try his best to calm me down from the other 
side of the door, telling me the same promising fantasies you’d tell your 
younger sibling to make them think things will get better. When he 
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realized there wasn’t anything he could say anymore, he took one of his 
keys and etched a small message for me on his side of the doorframe.

Again, I drag myself over to the doorframe, coated in the same white 
and gray paint. I open the door and lean on the left side of the frame. I 
slide my hand from the top of the frame to the bottom, hoping to feel 
something. I don’t feel his little etched message and begin to give up, 
but then I realize I’m much taller than I was then and bend down a little 
lower. My fingers glide down the smooth polished finish of the door, 
but then I feel it. It’s a small inconsistency in the paint, but this is where 
he wrote his last message, I’m sure of it.

I tried peeling the paint with my fingers, and to my surprise, it was 
actually cheap. Pieces of the paint start to come off. I drop to the floor to 
get a better angle at it. I get a good dig at it, pinch the layer I scratched 
off, and peel off a good strip of paint. And there it is.

In the door’s original brown frame, in his little chicken scratch from 
his keys, is one of the last messages he left in this home for me to come 
back to.

Don’t cry.
This makes me smile. I run my finger through it, feeling each groove. 

I cherish this small peace of mind Miles has given me and stare at it, 
trying to remember each etch on the wood. I take out my phone and 
snap a picture.

The sound of heavy footsteps interrupts the moment, but I’m fine; 
it’s enough. I don’t know when it’ll stop being enough and when I’ll 
want more traces of our childhood, but for now, it’s fine. I quickly get 
up, wipe my tears, and close the door. I speed-walk out of the hallway, 
brush past the couple, and jog out to the yard. I’m immediately met by 
a cool gust of wind, and I didn’t realize how stuffy the house was with 
all those people in there.

Walking back to my car, I set up navigation for the nearest park. It’s 
only five minutes away, and I drive quickly. I find parking easily and 
take a look at all the trees here. There’s so much shade, with little scat-
terings of light in small patches. I get out of my car and start walking 
deeper into the park. The grass is green but patchy. I laugh and think, 
At least it’s real grass.

I lay down and welcome the prickly grass. I loosen up the muscles in 
my back, get comfortable, and let the earth welcome me back. It doesn’t 
take long for the trees to start telling me their secrets again, much like 
an old friend with a lot of catching up to do.

I close my eyes and listen to as much as the trees will tell me.
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Distortion
Rachel Unger

“I think something’s nesting in the attic, Ma,” Nora said into her cell as 
she stared up at the house. A broken wooden slat sagged against the 
upper window frame as though it wept into it. A gaping emptiness lay 
beyond instead of glass.

The damp breeze rustled the trash bag Nora held, and it echoed the 
fluttering she heard in the ceiling before she came outside. Her mother’s 
voice crackled in her ear. “Focus for once, Nora. That china was promised 
to me. Why haven’t you found it?”

“I’m still looking, Ma,” Nora sighed. “Gran died with a lot of junk.” 
She hefted the bag and turned toward the bin at the side of the house. 
She would have dealt with whatever was up there later, once she 
had gotten the attic stair door unstuck. As she lifted the metal lid, 
a curtain twitched in the kitchen window next door. Oh, no. Please, 
not another interaction with Frank Bennett. That was all she needed 
right now.

“What? You should bring me things to sort through before getting 
rid of anything!”

“I can tell rotting leftovers from a gold watch,” Nora said, exasperated. 
“Are you sure she still had china? All I can find are the Corelle dishes 
with the leaves from when I was little.”

And three twenty-five-pound bags of table salt. No wonder Gran had gone 
cardiac.

Her mother sniffed. “She probably thought you’d break it. It’s bone 
china! It was passed down to your grandmother from her mother! I 
think she said it was Tiffany. Who knows how much it’s worth?”

“I’ve never seen it.”
“It must be in the house. You need to look harder!”
Nora counted dents in the side of the bin before responding. “Maybe 

you could come and dig through—”
“I can’t,” her mother replied, evading the idea. “I’m busy.”
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“I have a full-time job, Ma.”
“But you work from home. It’s different.”
Grief and rage swirled up in Nora’s throat, and left no room for air. 

“If you want it so badly, you’re welcome to help,” she snapped. Then, 
against the rising tide of her mother’s response, she said, “I’ll talk with 
you later, Ma,” and hung up.

“You should show more respect for your parents,” Frank commented 
from behind her, and Nora nearly leaped out of her skin. How had he 
moved so fast?

He leaned on a rake handle at the edge of his driveway, rheumy eyes 
boring into hers. “It wouldn’t kill you to be polite. They raised you, fed 
you, sent you to school—”

Nora inhaled, paused, and said, “Thank you, Mr. Bennett. I appreci-
ate the advice. Excuse me.”

She went inside and shut the door. She sagged against the living 
room wall and pressed the heels of her hands to her burning eyes. 

“Damn it, Gran, where did you put the stupid china?”
No answer came from the still air. No voice, no friendly ghost. Nora 

had only her grief as her only form of company and a handful of dark 
feathers that she must have missed when she swept. Whatever was 
upstairs had gone quiet.

The funeral that night—open casket, Gran’s face robbed of its usual 
animation, the body in clothes Nora had never seen Gran wear—had 
been bad enough. At least the service had been short, but then the 
mourners shuttled to a local restaurant for the wake. Aunt Deborah had 
begun the toasts.

“Ding, dong, am I right? Here’s to Mother,” she said. Some people 
tutted, and some chuckled, but Nora’s mother glared. Aunt Deborah 
blinked back, the glass shaking slightly in her extended hand. Then she 
raised her drink high, looked around the crowd, and downed it.

It opened the floor for everyone to start sharing stories about Gran. 
Some praised her iron will—the time she got the better of that rude 
clerk; the neighbor with the awful dog she forced to take obedience 
lessons. Some were less kind.

“She put poison in my birdfeeders!” a cranky neighbor insisted, 
which was patently ridiculous. Most people weren’t bothering with the 
food on the buffet table in favor of trips to the bar.

An hour later, Nora loosened her fingernails from her palm and 
excused herself, pretending she had a work message. She probably 
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did—the software update was to be released Friday, and management 
had been more anxious than usual. She’d care tomorrow. For now, Nora 
squeezed through clouds of boozy laughter, chairbacks pressing against 
her ribs and hands reaching for the long sleeves of her new black dress. 
She heard her mother call her name but didn’t make eye contact.

The restaurant door opened onto a chilly, blessedly quiet darkness. 
Other than a car that whooshed by on the cross-street, Nora could 
inhale and exhale without other demands for her attention. If only she 
could go to Gran’s and tell her all about tonight. Nora’s throat closed, 
knowing it would never happen again.

A soft cough came from her left. Nora turned, stomach sinking, to find 
her Aunt Deborah smoking on the curb. They stared at each other for 
a moment before Aunt Deborah waved a tentative hand to the patch of 
pavement at her side.

Nora approached, and her aunt scrutinized her from behind 
a cigarette.

“It’s rough on you, I know,” Aunt Deborah said. “You loved her.”
“She wasn’t…” Nora managed, flapping an incoherent hand back at 

the restaurant. Nora’s firm hold over her lips wobbled. But Aunt Deborah 
must have been grieving too. Again, Nora exhaled, scraping up empathy 
from somewhere deep inside.

“I know you and Ma had your differences with Gran, and things 
weren’t great when you were teenagers—”

Aunt Deborah laughed. “Sweetie, I’m glad you have these happy 
memories, but dying doesn’t change who she was. There was a lot more 
to her—a lot worse to her—than what she showed you.”

She looked down the street, flicking ash into the gutter. “She cried, 
you know, your Gran, and asked forgiveness every once in a while. She 
‘felt awful’ about the broken arm or the toy—but she kept doing it. Then, 
five minutes later—the tears were all gone. She’d tell us to dress up and 
pull out her mother’s china set like she was making it up to us with 
cake and Red Rose. It wasn’t an apology—she was celebrating.”

Aunt Deborah dropped the butt and grounded it flat. It felt like 
Nora’s heart was under her foot alongside the cigarette. “Those fucking 
tea parties,” Aunt Deborah muttered.

Nora didn’t believe it. She couldn’t. “If Gran was so bad, why are 
you even here?”

She flapped an arm, and something small and dark dislodged from 
her sleeve. A feather. Her aunt gave her the side-eye.
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“You never get away from family, not really. There’s always some 
reason—a wedding, a funeral. We all get pulled back.” She noticed the 
feather drifting to earth near the curb, and her face stilled. “Fucking tea 
parties,” she said again. She gave Nora and the feather a wide berth as 
she went back into the restaurant.

The next day, exhaustion hung on Nora like a shroud. She’d been right 
about the work messages and reviewed code until past three that 
morning. She loved her job—it had let her get her own place instead 
of living with Ma—but she couldn’t keep up this pace. After a week of 
living at Gran’s, she had been trying to sort the contents of the house, 
trying to juggle all her responsibilities.

I’m sorry, but the bereavement policy is three days, and you’ve been out five, 
her boss had messaged on Slack. It’s fast fashion—we have to be available. 
And we need all hands on deck because the update release can’t get pushed again.

It wouldn’t have been so bad, except the phone rang promptly at 
seven—her mother was an early riser. It took a moment before Nora’s 
sluggish ears could distinguish between Ma’s voice and the agitated 
fluttering overhead. God, it was still up there. Every time she turned 
around, there were more feathers on the floor—how did it keep getting 
out when she couldn’t even get into the attic?

“Have you found the china yet? The realtor is going to list on 
Friday. The house has to be empty by then for the stagers,” her mother 
announced.

“Ma, it’s Wednesday! I’ve got a major project at work finishing 
Friday—”

“Put them off, Nora,” her mother said impatiently. “The realtor 
isn’t going to wait,” she huffed. “And good riddance. The unfeel-
ing witch will never call me her ‘daughter’ in that house ever again.” 
Her voice flattened in unflattering mimicry. “I hope the buyers are 
childless, frankly.”

“Are you trying to punish me for having a good relationship with 
Gran?” The words had burst out before Nora thought better of it.

The staccato bark of her mother’s laugh jabbed into Nora’s ear. “You 
only think you knew your sainted grandmother. Count yourself lucky I 
raised you.” She had hung up before Nora could answer.

Nora dropped the phone on the bed beside her, face sinking into her 
palms. Well, she was awake now. She’d sort until the coffee kicked in, 
then keep coding. She found more feathers in the hallway under the 
jammed pull-down opening to the attic and cursed. The broom and 
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dustpan were somewhere in the kitchen. Probably. Between feathers 
that came out of nowhere and the salt that sifted out of every drawer 
she had opened, she had to keep moving them.

She made some progress in the hall and linen closets. She boxed up 
the Corelle dishes and put them in her trunk, unable to let them go to 
some thrift store. She’d planned to empty Gran’s room today, but then 
the coding environment went down twice and her mother called again 
at noon about the china. Nora almost couldn’t hear her through the 
frantic noise overhead. Was it getting louder?

Frustrated beyond measure, Nora stormed to the second floor to shoo 
whatever it was back out the damn window. She pulled on the strap for 
the attic stairs until her whole body dangled from it. “You want out, 
come out then!” Whatever was up there rustled furiously as she yanked, 
the air around Nora alive with sound as though she were surrounded 
by flapping wings. She strained until little dark spots floated at the edge 
of her vision, drifting down around her.

The stairs didn’t budge. Finally, Nora had let go of the handle. The 
air stilled. She felt her shoulders sag, all her nervous energy exhausted. 
Her brain felt like wet cotton. It was hard not to take that closed door 
as a personal failure.

Slack pinged as she considered the ceiling. “Gran,” Nora said, “I’m 
not saying you did it, but I’m beginning to understand why someone 
would poison a birdfeeder.” But she said it softly, so as not to draw 
more attention to herself.

On Thursday Nora silenced her cell, hoping for a little peace and quiet. 
Unable to connect, Ma’s messages increased in frequency and vitriol. 
Somehow the creature upstairs heard the phone’s vibration as well as 
a ringtone, beating away at the floor as though trying to break through. 
Unease twisted in her stomach. It was definitely louder. Opening a 
new tab, she searched for a local pest control company. Neither of the 
two she found could come out before Monday. One suggested she first 
have a contractor deal with the door.

It was afternoon before Nora could pack Gran’s bedroom. It carried 
weight beyond that of the heavy furniture, and the ache of it caused 
Nora to pause at the threshold. Still, she smiled at the soft blush walls, 
a shade Gran claimed was flattering to the complexion. Nora took a mo-
ment to really look around, having never been allowed in there grow-
ing up. A mirror in a darkly varnished frame was the sole decoration. 
The quiet throbbed like a sore tooth.
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Turning away from her tiny, hollow-eyed reflection, Nora stripped 
the bed and folded the plain ivory comforter. Wiping her face, she 
picked up a box and moved to the mahogany bureau on the far wall. 
Something felt… off. Nora hunched as she gripped the hairbrush on the 
top of the dresser, the ceiling looming lower than she’d thought at first. 
The walls pressed on her like an ill-fitting second skin.

Opening the dresser, Nora found the drawers coated in some pale, 
coarse grit. She licked her finger and tasted it. Salt here, too? She even 
had to shake out the clothes and left the floor slippery and white. The 
quiet clung to her, thick and damp like a hot breath on the back of her 
neck. After a week of flinching when her phone rang or the fluttering 
started, the silence was somehow worse.

Even though she’d planned to sort slowly, Nora found herself 
chucking everything into the donation box. A cloud passed over 
the sun as she picked up Gran’s favorite purple cardigan, and the 
room darkened. Nora rubbed her eyes with the back of one hand 
and the darkness seemed to multiply and fracture in the room. For a 
second, she stood within a color-swapped snow globe. Feathers rained 
down from the ceiling, dark drifts of them piled in the corners. Nora 
blinked hard, her hand fisted around the wool and her heart started 
to race. The feathers vanished. This couldn’t just be from a lack of 
sleep, could it?

On impulse, she put her hands into the sleeves of the cardigan and 
pulled it on. The warmth of the wool seemed to push back the op-
pressive heaviness. The sleeves pulled taut, squeezing her arm the way 
Gran used to, her soap smell rose out of the fabric. Nora tucked her 
hands into the pockets and found more salt. The bedroom walls sulkily 
drew back and the room brightened slightly. The air still thrummed 
around her and Nora glared back, frightened and furious.

For the first time, she understood her mother’s deep antipathy for 
this place. This creepy, staring room was going to be the last memory 
she’d have of a house and the woman that had been her escape for so 
long. At that moment, Nora hated it down to her bones.

How had Gran managed to sleep in here and stay sane?

Just before lunch Friday, the update remained dead in the water. Nora 
was still wearing the cardigan, determined to keep Gran—the best of 
Gran—with her.

We need a break, Nora messaged the group. Go get lunch, try and come 
at this from another angle.



15 / occam’srazor

We don’t need a break, we need a final push, her boss replied. We have to 
get this working today—take fifteen minutes and grab something to eat, but 
management is paying attention to this one.

Come on, another coworker responded. Another day can’t matter that much. 
They’re talking about trimming headcount. We need this done.

Nora stopped breathing. If she lost this job, she’d have to move 
back in with Ma. I’m going to hit the micro kitchen, someone messaged 
after a moment. Exhaling, Nora saved her changes and picked a path 
through donation boxes. She’d taken out some of the trash and gotten 
back to work.

Picking up her cell and a bag of worn-out things, Nora headed out-
side while listening to the latest voicemail.

“I’ve been thinking about what you said at the wake,” her aunt 
started. “Maybe you were right. Growing up, Mother was… but maybe 
her mother was hard on her, the way she was hard on us. Sometimes 
your Gran would say things, and as a kid, I didn’t understand. Now? 
That woman sounded like a monster.”

Warmth pricked at the corner of Nora’s eyes. Maybe there was a 
silver lining to all this. Maybe they’d get closer as a family.

“And your Gran did get a lot better after you were born. I think she 
quit the booze—started eating every salty snack she could get her hands 
on, probably as a substitute.” A pause. “Your ma’s been… calling a lot. 
Ranting, like Mother used to.” Her aunt exhaled hard, a burst of static 
traveling across the miles of empty air and cell connection. “I learned 
when to get out—you should too. Take it from experience.” The message 
ended. Nora pulled the cardigan tighter around her, hoping to dissipate.

Coming around the house, Nora saw Frank shuffling back from the 
mailbox at the end of his driveway, broom in hand. He paused, his 
disapproving gaze flicking between her face and the trash bag. She 
nodded, hoping it would be the extent of their interaction.

When Nora turned back from the metal bin, he’d come toward her, 
fumbling out a folded handkerchief. “Here,” he grunted. She took the 
square of cloth, staring at the mended corner. He gestured at her head 
but looked over her shoulder. “You must really miss your grandma.”

Nora felt her shoulders start to collapse in and took a deep breath, 
hiding her face for a moment in the soft cotton. Exhaling carefully, she 
wiped her eyes and handed the fabric square back to him. “I hadn’t 
expected this to be so hard.”

“Your grandma was a good woman,” he said. “A bit difficult, but a 
good woman.” Nora hiccupped a laugh, words tumbling after. “I miss 
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her so much—I feel like I’m packing her away into all these boxes, and I 
just… and all my mother can talk about is this china set that I’ve never 
seen. Gran had white plates! With leaves on them! And Ma won’t stop 
demanding I find it, and I’m beginning to think Gran got rid of it, and 
there’s salt in everything…” She dug her fingers into her pockets to show 
him the white grains.

Behind him, Nora’s mother pulled up to the curb like an oncoming 
storm. She slammed the door and stalked toward them.

“You never cease to disappoint. I told you the realtor is listing today, 
and you’re dawdling instead of locating the china.” She sniffed. “Did 
someone actually tell you that you look good in that color?”

Frank eyed her mother, disdain creeping across his face. “I’m not 
surprised Nora couldn’t find it. Her grandma had me haul it into the 
attic for her—oh, a decade or more ago. It wasn’t that heavy, but she in-
sisted on giving me coffee and chips for my help.” He puffed up, pulling 
his shoulders back.

Her mother’s lips curled back from her teeth. “Preposterous,” she 
said. “And Mother couldn’t stand salt.”

“The attic?” Nora asked.
“She hadn’t closed the box yet, and I asked about giving the set to her 

daughters.” He flushed, and Nora wondered what it was that Gran had 
said in reply.

“You didn’t think to check? Jesus, Nora, do I have to do everything?” 
Her mother snapped, turning on one heel toward the house. Nora’s 
face stiffened with shame and frustration. “The stair door is stuck!” 
she called, but words never stopped her mother before and didn’t now.

Nora sighed, turning back to Frank. “I’m sorry, Mr. Bennett. Thank 
you for listening, and for the handkerchief.”

“Wait,” Frank called, and she paused. “She’d packed the china in salt,” 
he said. “And she made me turn my pockets out before I left the house. 
Your grandma’s business was her own, but precautions like that are 
taken for a reason. Leave the attic alone.”

Confused, Nora nodded and hurried back inside Gran’s house. A 
flurry of Slack chimes drew her to her laptop.

priority one outage—the credit card processing part of the site is down! 
Drop everything!

Chest in a vise, Nora realized it must have been her changes that 
broke something. Damn it! She leaned over to respond when her moth-
er’s voice lashed down the stairs. “These boxes should be gone and the 
house empty! What the hell have you been doing?”
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Nora sucked in a shaky breath, checking and relieved to see she’d 
committed her changes to the development environment as she’d meant 
to. It didn’t fix the problem but at least meant she hadn’t caused it. She 
sighed, typing brb - my mom just showed up on the doorstep, let me get rid 
of her before following Ma’s heavy footfalls. She would deal with her 
mother and then figure out what had gone wrong with work. “I think 
it’s locked,” Nora called as her mother reached up. “And something’s 
been going nuts up there all week—”

Oddly, there wasn’t a sound now. The smothering air almost 
vibrated with quiet.

With a shower of white granules, the stairs smoothly lowered to 
her mother’s waiting hand. Nora wanted to scream, astonishment and 
seething resentment mingling behind her clenched teeth. She crossed 
her arms, struggling for poise. She’d been trying to open that for days!

Ma recoiled, shaking out her hair and brushing off her shoulders, 
checking to ensure she was immaculate before looking up again. “I’m 
not surprised,” she said crisply, never looking at Nora. Then, stepping 
over the ring of salt, she ascended.

Nora closed her eyes instead of responding. Above, she heard her 
mother’s irritated huff as she wrestled a cardboard box open. The air 
seemed to carry a static charge. Unease replaced her anger; Nora started 
forward, and the sleeves of the cardigan tightened, almost pulling her 
away from the base of the stairs. She tried again, and the pull increased. 
Why was her heart pounding? She abruptly remembered what Aunt 
Deborah said: I learned when to get out. Another voice emerged from 
the attic.

“Took you long enough,” Gran said sharply. Except it wasn’t Gran—
this other voice had been stripped of emotion, its grain rough against 
Nora’s ear. She flinched, retreating further. The cardigan sleeves stran-
gled tight, yanking toward the front door, toward her car.

A heavy step came from above. A shadow fell over the white circle. A 
dark-eyed creature wearing Ma’s face gazed down, holding the fragile 
curve of a teacup in one hand. Wings flared up behind it like a pho-
tonegative nimbus, and obsidian feathers eclipsed the rest of the attic.

“Put the kettle on, Great Granddaughter,” it said, the flat syllables 
lacking the malice her mother’s voice always carried. “Then come up 
and see your inheritance.”
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Ack! Run!
Dylan Anderson

“Ack, Beute! Run! Run!” I could hardly hear Master’s voice over the 
sound of my breathing. With its many towering trees, the forest all 
became a blur of green and brown as I dashed across the dirt. However, 
as fast as I ran, I knew the beast behind me was starting to catch up. Its 
hellish screech, scraping claws, and hot breath became more apparent 
as it drew closer, closer, closer—

“Jump, Dummkopf! Jump!” In a moment of clarity amongst my panic, 
I leaped quickly over the tripwire, tumbling to the ground with the last 
of my energy.

Snap! 
Whoosh! 
The beast let out an anguished screech as it was hoisted into the air 

by a rope net. It bounced around for a moment as the creature thrashed 
and wailed, but it soon came to rest as the net tightened and settled. 
Then, as I laid there flat on the ground trying to catch my breath, Master 
came out from his hiding spot in the bushes.

“Bravo, my lamb! Your little curse haz given me another wunderbar 
prize,” he declared, readjusting his white bowler hat and wired glasses 
as he went to examine the creature. Taking his wooden double-barreled 
shotgun from his back, he began to poke and prod at it to make the 
net turn. The back of the beast’s body was indistinguishable from any 
brown bear in the forest. However, looking at its front, I could see what 
really made it horrifying—a head shaped like an owl’s, with a white 
feathered face blending in with brown feathers and fur. The claws on 
its front paws popped out into long, exaggerated talons, leading back to 
another odd combination of furry feathers.“Nocturnus ursidae,” Master 
invented this new term on the spot, combing the sides of his curled grey 
mustache with his fingers against his thin face as if proud of himself. 

“Ze owlbear. Vhat a rare sight indeed. I’m sure zis will make me quite 
a bit of coin.” He gave a stern look down at me. “Vell? Vhat are you 
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doing just lying zere? Come, help me bring ze cart around. You have 
much work to do.”

Silent, I closed my eyes, hoping that I would find myself somewhere 
far away from here when I opened them. But, unfortunately, I’ve been 
cursed for as long as I can remember. My animalistic visage tended 
to attract every animal, beast, or monster I encountered. Master told 
me that he initially found me somewhere in the woods long ago, with 
every predator waiting and staring at my unconscious body. “You are 
lucky I found you zere,” he’d tell me. “You should be grateful I keep 
you around, in zpite your schrecklich condition.” I tried my best to be 
appreciative, but… No, I couldn’t think like that. He’s the only one who 
would take in a freak like me. But, at least he hasn’t put me in a cage, 
like the rest of those horrible monsters…

The sudden jolt of the cart took me out of my dreary thoughts. The 
feeling of rain on my skin and wool slowly brought me back to the 
waking world. Looking up, I could see the owlbear’s gaze. It sat there 
in its black metal cage and stared at me with disgustingly large eyes. 
Scowling, I puckered my lips and spat at it. Its left eye flinched for a mo-
ment, still keeping its sight trained on me. With a heavy sigh, I moved 
my head up from the wooden frame of the cart and turned around to 
see what was ahead of us. Master was whipping away at the oxen, using 
his other hand to keep his cloak hood steady against the stormy winds. 
Around us, the grassy fields whistled as gusts after gusts passed by. 
Hearing my rustling, Master turned his head to meet mine. “Ah, finally 
awake! I waz worried I would have to smack you back to the world of 
ze living.” He turned back to the gravel path ahead. “Hurry up and put 
your cloak on, and tightly zis time! I waz concerned the gemeine Volk al-
most discovered your condition last time.” I nodded reluctantly, looking 
up to see the outline of the village’s wooden huts and church tower in 
the dim storm light. It was time to make myself look presentable.

Reaching the corner of the cart, I grabbed my now-soaked brown 
cloak and wrapped it around myself. As I began to cover up, I couldn’t 
help but notice my reflection in the puddle left behind. Bushy white 
wool surrounded my small frame, gutting out in bushels on my arms, 
legs, and hair. My black-button nose opened into an odd flap. The vis-
age of a sheep, all wrapped up in a human frame. I gazed into my shiny 
blue eyes, my petite face, and could only find disgust as I went to wrap 
my scarf around it quickly. The village of Nestiutor passed along like 
a blur as we made our way to the village warehouse. All the familiar 
sites blended like a distant memory: the cobblestone abodes, the marble 
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church, the shining bulbs of streetlamps, the cats and dogs that would 
suddenly break away from their homes, striding up to look at me curi-
ously. All that mattered to me at that point was getting our appointment 
done quickly so I could leave behind the awkwardness of traversing 
civilization. Master seemed to agree with me as we promptly handed 
the cart and its contents to the local guard for safekeeping and made 
our way into the quartermaster’s chambers.

“Hans toller-Jäger!” the quartermaster, wearing his silken red and 
gold patterned garments, called as soon as Master opened the door. 

“Another successful hunt, I presume?”
“Indeed it haz, Herr Alexander,” Master quipped, “And a difficult 

one at zhat.”
The conversation turned into pleasantries as Master sat down with 

Alexander over the neatly organized desk. I quietly stood in the cor-
ner of the room and tuned myself out, examining the oak-wood walls. 
The warm, inviting candlelight of the chandelier highlighted the tro-
phy heads of animals and beasts—“gifts from the Greatest Hunter in 
Nestiutor,” as Master puts it. I looked away from them quickly, the 
horrible memories of being chased by all of them coming back to my 
mind. It was only when the topic of work came up that I turned myself 
back into the conversation.

“You see, Hans, I have a huge favor to ask of you,” Alexander spoke 
seriously. “I know of your tendency to take up only bounty work, 
but this is the first—and hopefully last—time I come to you with 
a contract job.”

Master raised an eyebrow at the proposition. “Go on?”
“There has been an… incident as of late,” Alexander spoke softly, as if 

he worried the contents of his speech might leak out into the open. “A 
monstrosity has been sighted near the village farms, rapidly appearing 
out of the woods and taking away cattle, only to disappear in a blink. 
It’s an issue plaguing this village for the past month.”

Master leaned back into his chair, curious. “I zee… but vhy contract 
zhis and not put up a bounty?”

“Because I worry of the hysteria it might cause if this gets out to the 
public,” Alexander sighed. “I’ve already tried to set up traps myself and 
sent in my best men. All of them vanished without so much as a trace. 
If the villagers knew of my failure… I could only imagine the uproar 
it would bring.”

Even from where I stood, I could see Master visibly gulp. “Ah, yes. I 
understand. But just vhat iz it we’re dealing with here?”
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“From the accounts and rumors I’ve gathered so far,” Alexander 
began, resting his elbows on the table and his head in his hands. “It 
seems to have the appearance of a large direwolf. However, I’ve never 
heard of such a direwolf that can come and go at such a speed. I sup-
pose stranger things have come from the forest, but still…”

Nervously, Master shifted in his chair. “Well—I may need some time 
to consider zhis proposal. Zhis could be a new Bedrohung I have never 
heard of before.”

Alexander sighed. “Understandable. I would not ask you to jump 
headfirst into unknown danger. But know that if you take this, we will 
pay you more than handsomely for the effort. In fact, we would be 
happy to set you up for life if it meant disposing of the beast quickly 
and quietly.”

Suddenly, all of the nerves left Master’s body as he picked his head 
up. His eyes shone with that golden glint he gets whenever money is 
brought up. “I got it!” he yelled, making Alexander almost jump out 
of his chair. “Of course, it is zo obvious now! It must be an offshoot of 
Teleportează lupe. I know just how to ensnare a beast like that.”

Alexander’s look of surprise turned into one of relief and joy. “Well, 
that’s brilliant! Then do we have a deal?” He asked, extending his hand 
across the desk.

Master quickly went to shake it with both of his hands. “More zhan a 
deal, my friend. A promise.” Finally, after what felt like an hour, Master 
turned in my direction and walked up to me. “Come, little Beute, we 
have work to do.”

Alexander glanced up, remembering that I was still in the room. “Oh, 
right, your apprentice. Silent as a lamb, as always. I truly almost forgot 
about you… Beauty?”

“Beute,” Master corrected.
“Right, forgive me,” Alexander apologized. “You’ll have to teach me 

more of your Mergan language, Hans. Well, happy hunting, you tw—” 
Suddenly, Alexander raised his eyebrow, coming close to meet me. “Oh, 
you poor thing. Your cloak is still damp from the storm.” I looked down, 
not even realizing I was still shivering from it. “Here, let me take that,” 
Alexander began, reaching his hand out toward my hood. “I’ll be happy 
to provide you a new—”

Suddenly, Master jerked me to the side. I could almost feel my shoul-
der pop with the force behind it.

“Ahaha; don’t vorry about it, Herr Alexander. It iz all part of his train-
ing. If he can’t handle a little vater, zhen he couldn’t possibly handle 
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zhe forest.” Alexander looked as if he was going to protest, but Master 
cut him off. “Velp, ve best be on own way, right, Beute?” Master spoke 
nervously, already dragging me out the door with him. “Auf Wiedersehen, 
Herr Alexander!” he called, leaving a confused Alexander behind 
the closed door.

Once again, another blur of memories passed by as Master dragged 
me around the next couple of days. We quickly made purchases in town 
for more rope and net, then made our way back into the forest near 
the farms. I hardly had any rest as Master set me to work on his ‘glo-
rious trap.’ A wide net was set up disguised as a clearing in the forest. 
Holding onto the rope trigger that’ll spring the trap, Master forced me 
into the center of the net. “Beute, zhis vill be my final command for you,” 
Master instructed. “As soon as zhe volf appears, you are to pull on the 
rope and spring zhe trap. Vhen I return to Nestiutor, I vill ensure that 
you are remembered az a martyr for your efforts.”

It was close to sundown. The dim light of the horizon cast long 
shadows among the pine trees. Master had fallen asleep behind some 
shrubbery. His loud snores were the only sound that resonated in this 
forest. I wanted to fall asleep as well, but the growling and sharp pains 
of hunger kept me awake. Maybe if I just got up for a moment to find 
something… No, I can’t. I have to stay vigilant. I have to—

A pair of yellow, glowing eyes peered their way through the shad-
ows. I tensed up, clutching the rope close to my chest. At that moment, 
the direwolf began to stride toward me, its towering body becoming 
exposed. Its fur shone a golden sheen in the remnants of the sunlight, 
with a white thunderbolt-like pattern showing on either side of its body. 
My breath began to quicken as I watched it draw closer, ready to pull 
the trigger at any moment. Closer, closer, closer… and then, it sat down 
right on the edge of the trap. Curiously, it stared at me. Come on, please, 
just get up and come close!

Gurgle!
My stomach interrupted my thoughts as it let out the sound of 

dying whales. The direwolf tilted its head at this, then slowly began 
to sit up again. It must have known just how weak I was and wanted 
to pounce on me. But, instead, it turned around, back into the direc-
tion of the woods. I blinked in confusion, watching as it crouched 
down. Then, it vanished into the woods in a flash, leaving behind 
nothing but a gust of wind. It suddenly dashed back in another gust, 
forcing me to shield it as dust flew in my face. When I looked up, it 
was standing around on the edge of the trap, with an entire berry 
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bush sticking out of its jaw. With a flick of its head, it tossed the bush 
near where I was sitting. I gave it one more quick look of confusion 
before giving into temptation, diving my hands into the bush, and 
plucking the delicious blackberries straight into my mouth. As I was 
lost in the sensation of sweet juices and berry mush running down 
my throat, I failed to notice that the direwolf had come up close until 
it started sniffing me. I gasped, jumping back onto my hands and 
feet. I tried to pull onto the rope but realized I had dropped it to eat. 
Stupid, stupid!

The direwolf edged closer, its hot breath directly in my face. I turned 
away, expecting it to tear into me, but—

Instead, it nuzzled his nose into my chest. Mouth agape, I felt an odd 
sense of comfort wash over me. Almost naturally, I decided to put my 
hand under his prominent chin and scratch at it. He responded by clos-
ing his eyes and moving up against me. We stood there for some time, 
enjoying each other’s company. My mind began to ponder. Normally, 
I would expect this beast to be trying to tear at my neck. Instead, it 
offered me food and companionship. But was this just an exception 
or… these beasts—they were never harmful to me, were they? Did they 
just want my attention? Was my curse really a blessing in disguise? Did 
Master… Did Hans lie to me?

“Ah, I zee the beasts are zticking together after all,” Hans taunted, the 
clipping sound of his double-barreled shotgun audible. The direwolf 
and I turned to meet him, a deep growl emanating from my new com-
panion. “No matter,” continued Hans. “It was easy enough to zilence 
your parents and have zhem put into the ground. I’ll quickly dispose of 
this beast and make zure you’re buried along with him.”

My eyes widened, not because Hans had raised his shotgun, but 
because he said I had parents. Why didn’t I remember them?

Bang!
Whoosh!
In a flash of blinding movement, I was whisked away by my collar 

into the bushes. Gently, the direwolf laid me on the ground, backing up 
to get a look at my condition. I smiled, nodding to let him know I was 
fine.“Verdammt!” Hans called out, enraged. “Come out, little lamb, and 
I’ll end it quickly for you!”

The direwolf looked toward where Hans was screaming, then back 
at me for approval. Confirming, I nodded and pointed my finger. In 
another flash, the direwolf rushed back out to meet him. Quickly, I 
looked out from my hiding spot to ensure my companion would be safe. 
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But, as fast as Hans tried to shoot, the direwolf was faster, running in 
circles and stopping to growl and taunt him.

Bang!
Whoosh!
Bang!
Whoosh!
Bang!
Whoosh!

“Hold still, schlampe!” Hans screamed as he went to reload again, only 
to find his pockets empty. Realizing this, he looked up to see the di-
rewolf in his face, his mouth snarling and foaming. At that moment, 
I decided to get out of my hiding spot. Hans stared at me with wide, 
pleading eyes. “Little lamb, please,” Hans apologized. “I know we’ve 
had our differences, but I’m zhe only one zhat knows how to take care 
of you. I’m zhe only one zhat took you in, a—a freak like you vouldn’t 
zurvive in the civilized world!”

I simply took one, deep breath, and spoke the only words I remember 
Hans giving me in these times of crisis: “Ack, Beute. Run.”

A silent moment befell us all before Hans took off into a mad dash 
into the woods. I held my hand up, allowing him to get a good distance 
in. Then, when I couldn’t hear the panting of his panicked breath, I 
dropped my hand. The direwolf flashed in after him. A scream was 
quickly silenced. Disturbed, a flock of birds made their way out of 
the trees into the sky. Then, my companion returned like the wind, 
his maw now stained crimson from his task. Silently, I smiled and 
allowed the tears to flow down my face. I petted him, knowing the 
nightmare was now over.

As I propped myself onto his back, I patted his back twice and gave 
the cue to move out. I closed my eyes, knowing that, for the first time, 
I would find myself somewhere far away from here when I opened 
them again.
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The Haberdwonky
Sergio Duenas

’Twas nada, and the slithy nada
Did ham and Hamlet in the nada:

All to say simply thus, I am
The Haberdwonky (© 2021–2021), this is my ligature

Beware the author, my son (ladder)!
The balls that bite, the balls that sag!

Beware the author, (or don’t, he doesn’t matter)
The furious writer! The magpie mag!

No mind foreign eyes, dipping swords
Into metaphors. Long time manure—

Ulysses and Barthelme. Dead men I’m bored
Cut out the reader and end up so pure!

And, as in Dresden, thought he poop
The Haberdwonky (© 1922–2007), with eyes of lame,

Came whiffing the breath of refreshing poop,
And burbled as it came!

One, two! One, two! And through and through
The man, the man. The woman, the woman.

Beep boop beep boop Error: Stack over over over…
…
…
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Snappity snap a picky pic-picture. Nice rock.
Is it a tree? What does it mean!

The hotdog’s getting cold, but he rubs his nice
Hands menacingly!

“And hast thou slain subjection?
Come to my arms, my ‘meaningful’ man!

O joyous day! DeLillo and Stitch! O’Vrien! Eoethke!
Faiman!” I approve this machination

’Twas nada, and the slithy nada
Did ham and Hamlet in the nada:

All to say simply thus, I am
The Haberdwonky (© 2021–2021), this is my ligature



thirdprize / declercqpoetrycontest

Bouquet Catcher
Tatiana Nunez-Powell

I knew I asked too much
Of you when,
After four hours,
I came back to find you still
At the kitchen table
Studying the bouquet of lilacs
and leather flowers.

The accompanying greenery
Was still lush against the vase
But the focal flowers—the white peonies—
were strewn against the table and
Their fragrant heads and green stems
Were barely enough to set them apart
from all the balls of crumpled paper.

How many sketches did you draw?
How much water and color did you spill
trying to capture
their wedding day?

I did not ask to see your work,
But you showed it to me anyway and
I did not have the heart to refute
How the petals grew
Withered and worse
in each new page.
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What to
Leave Behind

Arthur Arboleda, Jr.

I can’t help but think of what I’ll leave behind when I’m gone.
You know when someone dies and the rest of the family, or god for-

bid a close friend, has to pack away the things they left behind? I think 
that should be a profession. Hire someone to come in and do it. Save 
people the torture of packing away what’s left of their loved ones.

Mom came into our room with a big empty box and dropped it on 
the floor when she could. I had my back facing her, but every single 
sound felt so loud. She had slid our closet door open. She had grabbed 
one of his jackets and cried into it. I can’t tell you for how long; grief 
has no perception of time. You cry until you can’t anymore, and that’s 
what she did.

She began unhooking his clothes from the hangers and packed them 
into that box. At first, she folded them neatly and gently placed them 
inside; eventually, the grief wore her down and she just began throwing 
them into the box.

Then she taped it shut and pushed it into the hallway.
If only I could do that.
Pack up their grief into a box and push it somewhere else.
I’ve thought about leaving letters for everyone in case I die unexpect-

edly. I’ve thought about filling these letters with love and all our sweet 
and wonderful memories, to soothe their souls once I leave. I’ve thought 
about reassuring the ones I loved that they did the best they could and 
not worry about past mistakes. I think about how much love I would 
need to pack into a single letter to overcome their grief, and it suddenly 
feels like a lot of writing to do.
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A New Cell Phone
Girelle Dizon

My legs jumped in place as I looked at the Samsung Note 8 in my hands. 
Just over an hour ago, after going grocery shopping and getting a bite 
to eat at The Habit, my mother and sister took me to AT&T to get an 
upgrade to replace the phone I currently had. And to think that after 
four years, my storage space problem (which admittedly was due to my 
compulsive need to download whatever video I watched on YouTube) 
would finally be over. I squealed as I held up the oblong phone in 
front of my face.

“Ooh, this is so exciting!”
I hurriedly swiped down from the top of the screen to bring down 

a menu, tapping on the little gear icon to bring up settings as I made 
my way to the storage. I was pleased when I saw how much bigger 
my storage was compared to my other phone: from 16 gigabytes to 
64 gigabytes! This Samsung Note 8 was so much better than my old 
phone, a Samsung J36, in every way: a longer, sleeker model with a 
wider screen; better audio and camera quality; and the fact that I could 
finally play mobile games with bigger storage space requirements. The 
only thing I didn’t like so far was that I needed to manually transfer 
my contacts one by one.

“Ugh,” I threw my head up at the ceiling with a grin, “this is gonna 
take such a long time! I have so many contacts to get through! It’ll 
probably take me the entire day, might as well put on some music.”

I went to YouTube and started playing a relaxing collection of 
Nintendo music, before minimizing the app window to let it play in 
the background while I worked. I opened the address book on both 
phones before my eyes caught the name of somebody I knew. Pleasant 
memories from a while ago flashed prominently in my mind, a wide 
grin spreading on my face as I remembered the fun times I had with 
them. Soon enough, I found myself scrolling name after name in search 
of the other people I connected with, wanting to relive those wonderful 
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moments by rereading the conversations that we had, but as I made my 
way down my list of contacts, I realized something:

I hadn’t talked to the majority of these people since high school, nor 
had any of them contacted me.

And what few I did text back, never texted me back.
I entertained the thought of trying my hand again at contacting them, 

but it wouldn’t be worth it. There’s no point in trying to maintain a rela-
tionship if the other party isn’t going to make an effort to do so as well. 
Better to let things lie where they are than to chase after something 
that won’t result in anything good, a hard lesson I’ve had to learn time 
and time again.

After transferring my family’s contacts along with a few close friends, 
I was done in five minutes. I laid back on the couch, placed my phone 
down on my chest, and sighed.
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Clench
Eder Reyes

Outside there’s a mild uncomfortable heat. I sit in my car, parked 
on the curb. It’s humid. I turn on the car to let down the windows, 
releasing some of the moist, harbored heat. I don’t turn on the radio. 
I hate music today.

It’s been three hours since the second time I woke up. The first 
time was at six in the morning. I had a dream that I was walk-
ing through a field of sunflowers. You know how dreams usually 
have a tone to them? I remember a vibrant yellow coloring, set-
ting the tone for the dream. It was cheerful, happy. I reached for 
one of the sunflowers. I picked it and brought it up to examine it. I 
remember reading that the seeds come from little pockets in the 
center of the flower, so I raised it up real close to my face to see 
them. The seeds then turned into bees that sprung out and swarmed 
me, face first, and continued to chase me as I ran. It woke me up. I 
woke up anxious.

I woke up with the same vertigo I had before going to sleep, earlier 
that night, or earlier that morning, or whatever. The Internet says ver-
tigo might be from migraines, and that the migraines might have been 
from clenching my teeth all day. I think it might be from the chemicals 
I breathe in at work. A lot of people I work with like to mix chemicals 
when we deep clean at night. It also doesn’t help that where we work, 
it isn’t properly ventilated. They’re stubborn when told off, and the 
management couldn’t care less.

Although I may have been clenching my teeth all day. Maybe I was 
mad. Maybe I don’t notice anymore.

My head feels hazy. The feeling burrows with the low tide waves 
of humidity. The winds move slow, soft, lazy. It brushes on the trees, 
inanimate. The trees dance without motivation. I see a lone seagull 
hovering high above the apartments across the street. Without a 
sign of destination, he floats in stillness, gently bouncing on the woozy 
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winds. Yet the winds don’t blow hard enough to force him away. I won-
der why he doesn’t push forward.

I see a mother and her seven-year-old, walking toward me. I make 
eye contact with the mother as she and her son start nearing my car. 
She trades places with her son, the mother now walking against the 
curb. I wonder what she thinks a twenty-eight-year-old man is doing in 
the middle of the afternoon, looking tired and sick in his car. I wonder 
if her son sees me and questions the act of someone doing nothing in 
their own car. Both me and the mother hope he doesn’t ask.

Across the street, I hear an old couple yell at each other from in-
side their trailer. The same couple I heard earlier this morning at six. 
Normally, I would question it with distaste, though right now it feels 
mutual, in sync with my disorientation. The yelling is followed up 
by a callback of violent snaps and pops of a motor engine, revving its 
aggression through the pavement of the residential neighborhood a 
street over. I close my eyes and my body seesaws in its indecision to rest, 
taking in the moment like a groggy meditation, aligning my posture 
with the sounds of my environment. I fall back and succumb to another 
pseudo-nap; another lay of unfruitfulness, another lie for dispassion.

I still need to start on my finals.
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Throughout its thirty-nine years of publication, Occam’s Razor has never compromised 
in presenting some of the most vibrant and exciting work produced by the students of 
California State University, East Bay. In recent years, we’ve expanded our search for 
exemplary visuals to artists outside of our little Hayward community—and individuals 
from across the globe have answered, surprising us with pieces that are emotionally 
resonant, aesthetically striking, and demonstrative of mastery over color and form. This 
section, consummated by works from Colton Thomas, Veronique Fleming, Susana Veiga 
Neuhaus Denchasy, Mario Loprete, and Alicia Arrizon, provides unshakable evidence 
that the creation of art is a fundamentally human instinct, regardless of creed or country. 
Please welcome me in celebrating these artists, and all they have accomplished thus far.

WITH ADMIRATION,

Allen Jang, Art Editor



Untitled
Colton Thomas; acrylic on canvas



Ceros
Colton Thomas; acrylic on canvas



Dwelling in Darkness
Colton Thomas; acrylic on canvas



Pier Series I
Veronique Fleming; unedited photography



Pier Series II
Veronique Fleming; unedited photography



Adopted Grandfather
Susana Veiga Neuhaus Denchasy; oil on canvas



Being a Child
Susana Veiga Neuhaus Denchasy; oil on canvas



Con le pinne, ciambella ed occhiali
Mario Loprete; concrete sculpture



Il Bikini di Giovanna
Mario Loprete; concrete sculpture



Numa Crew
Mario Loprete; oil on concrete



Numa Crew
Mario Loprete; oil on concrete



Twolips
Alicia Arrizon; acrylic on canvas



occam’srazor / 46

Fig Leaves
Tatiana Nunez-Powell

“The boys will be here soon!”
she said,
calling from the kitchen window
overlooking the backyard.
And that
was apparently a secret code
because

You turned to me
in wide-eyed alarm, urging me away
from our splashing game
and on to the dry grass
letting our bare feet make mud
of the dusty dirt patches.

You told me to hurry as we giggled our way
through wrapping ourselves in towels,
tromping up stairs and going back inside
to warm clothes.

The rushing part was fun—
a tell-tale sign that our
coveted secrets would remain ours if
we could sit in the living room
and nonchalantly snack on chips
like we weren’t still sun-kissed
and damp-scalped.
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It was fun enough that
I had forgotten my disappointment
about how we’d only just
gotten into the inflatable pool
It was fun enough that
I had forgotten my confusion
over why boy cousins
were any worry in the
first place.
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a good man
Sergio Duenas

is indeed hard to find
where did they hide?

shall
i search in the craters

at Somme?
shall

i search beneath coral rocks at Peleliu?

the mud-fingers forget not
the bones, old shattered bones

old-bullets-and-burned-bones

empty eyes missing—
(there sits a man
made not of the same mud
whose only textures
render boredom to everything beyond)
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Personal 
Companion

Luis Puebla

You stare at me everyday
Getting to watch bits and bytes
Reflecting in your eyes
Feeling restless
As you search through

Light constant tapping
Connections running wild
Tensions and twists
Not one second to breathe

Life has no meaning
Without you sitting in front
I am the gateway between

You and the world



Head Drain
Lindsey Halfen
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Sometimes I wish
there was a faucet at the back of my head
so I could turn a nozzle
and let the liquid torrent that is my thoughts pour out
whenever I am close to bursting.

The red magma that is my anxiety
would melt the grass as I lay
face up in a meadow
wondering if the fresh air
really was all I needed.

The blue paint of sadness
would slosh down my neck
as I sat in a meditation pose
feeling the ice-cold liquid chill my skin
and then evaporate warm.

I would lean back over a cliff to make sure
the envious green acid
wouldn’t burn the beautiful things of the world
or taint the sacredness of my own
body.

And before the faucet went too deep
I would reach back and turn it off
twist the nozzle a little too tightly
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before it released the thoughts
that I cherished so much.

Happiness, peace, confidence, love
these rainbow-colored slushies would melt
if they were to separate from myself
and then I would be nothing
but an empty basin.

It would be at that moment
after a good pouring of my thoughts
that I realize:
Thoughts become meaningless
once they leave

your head.
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More than Mud
Tiffany James

prodded and molded by the playful hands of a child
bruised by their tiny fingers-brown red and green
basking the warmth of their touch
sculpted by their imagination into a unique design more priceless
than rubies for a moment a rusted penny discarded
longing to be embraced again
my body putty in their hands
what a rush!
a cat in the throes of a catnip high
is it possible? say it is so.
can value be restored by the innocence of a child?
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Your Eyes
Ariana Jaramillo

Caramel gold 
Drops of sweet honey 

Rings filled with compassion and kindness
Treasure chests of invigorating optimism

After unkind days
A malfunctioning brain

Your eyes warm like sunshine
Umbrellas away from the rain
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R’lyeh
Dylan Anderson

Probing tentacles grope
At darkest corners

Of mind’s wake
Plundering lost ships

Sunk on purpose
The ocean calls

Beckoning to revel
In worlds unknown

Starry skies reflect
On ominous waters

Endless depths conjoin
Abyss stares back

Face the Fear
Take the plunge
Sink deeper still
And deeper still
And deeper still
And deeper still
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Tapestry
Leona Ho

Light sees us.
Silence within harmony.

Cacophonous mosaic brings
hope. Harmonious Hands

transform it. Significant tiles.
Small universe here.

Personality lives in voice,
creating symphony.

Music and their places.
Is reason stitched?
Reason sewn here.

History embroiders dreams.
How long, intricate

tapestry?
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If I Were You
Leona Ho

The rich couple was never generous with their time or with their 
compliments. It’s funny how God has a sense of humor; one day their 
miserliness would come back and bite them in the butt.

A strange virus had spread throughout the land. It behaved as 
though it was the common flu and people died without ever knowing 
they had it. Many died, and quickly too. Martha and Sam were some-
how compelled to give to the research efforts but stopped short of doing 
so when they realized these absurd scientists were always asking them 
to dig into their pockets for more.

They lived in San Francisco—the nice part of town. There was a 
homeless man, named Rob, who rummaged through their recycling 
bin for items he could exchange for cash and their garbage bin for left-
over food. Martha and Sam hated him for his filth, rags, and mites—or 
whatever else he had living on or inside of him. But he couldn’t help 
it. Rob was a recovering substance abuser who, soon after he got sober, 
had lost his job when the epidemic hit. He was then evicted and had 
lost all dignity, and almost lost his purpose.

Well, like I said, God has a sense of humor. Some time after the stay-
at-home order was implemented, Sam and Martha both lost their jobs, 
practically overnight. In a whirlwind of events that felt more like a 
dream, they too were evicted.

Rob, on the other hand, moved into a hotel where he cleaned himself 
up and was taken care of: hot showers and three meals a day—and a 
bed to sleep on.

Eventually, Rob got a job helping people online with questions about 
the virus. All he had to do was learn about the government orders and 
the virus, and type in the information in the chatbox. And hey—he was 
good at it, too.

About six months later, Rob looked out the window of his new home 
and saw a couple rummaging through his trash and felt only pity for 
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the poor souls. He felt compelled to go outside and give them some 
money, or something fresh to eat, or a kind word. When Rob met eyes 
with the couple, he saw that it was the same couple who looked down 
on him with hatred from the windows of their old San Franciscan home.

It was Martha and Sam.
A look of knowing what was previously unknown passed between 

them, as Rob pressed a fifty-dollar bill into Sam’s hand.
A glimmer of teary compassion was clearly felt through Rob’s gentle 

eyes. “Get yourself something to eat, and a place to stay. I was once in 
your shoes, and I’ll help in any way I can.”
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There’s No Grass
on the Other Side

Leona Ho

The Boston Chronicle. May 6, 3020.
Scientists have discovered water bubbling up from underneath the 

surface of Mars. It’s not a lot, but it’s more than scientists have dis-
covered a century or even a millennium ago. They have yet to discover 
the origins of this strange phenomenon.

Due to the worldwide famine because of a mysterious bacterial 
infection that kills major crops, scientists and government officials 
are scrambling to get more willing volunteers to outer space, where 
there is more hope for the future than on Earth.

Part I.
Click!

“That’s a wrap, folks. Olive, you’ve been amazing,” the lead photog-
rapher gives me a side-hug while I’m still sitting nice and proper on the 
tall wooden stool.

“What will the picture say?” I ask expectantly.
“You’ll see when it comes out in our journal,” he winks at me.
A week later, Dad brings the journal home. In bold, on the bottom, 

it says ThE KiD Who Will ExplorE ouTEr SpAcE in all uppercase. I feel a 
surge of pride in my chest.

Part II.
My family lives in a colony on the planet Mars. We’ve been living here 
for the past five years. We eke out a humble existence on this dry, red 
planet. My father was a horticulturist back when we lived on Earth; 
now, he is a farmer. My mom is a tailor now, but she worked at a high-
end department store on Earth. Now she makes high-tech heatproof, 
weather-resistant clothing for the colonists here, such as shirts, pants, 
jackets, shoes, and sleepwear. Her job is to provide this clothing to the 
other colonists. We have been living on Mars for two years already, and 



59 / occam’srazor

it felt like just yesterday when we were still enjoying the blue ocean and 
cool breezes of Boston.

We have a pet robot we like to call Kelly 300. (We used to have a 
dog named Ralph when we lived on Earth. When we moved, we gave 
Ralph away to a neighbor. The neighbor said we were crazy. Said she 
would rather die of hunger on Earth than of who-knows-what on an-
other planet!) Anyways, now we have Kelly 300, and she does all the 
chores, so my mom doesn’t have to. She has a sensor built into her that 
detects dust and grime. When things that don’t belong on the ground 
fall down, she comes and cleans them up right away. Her head is a 
cube with two blue lights for eyes and a silver-colored mouth, along 
with a long box for a torso and flexible, tube-like arms. Her legs are the 
same—like flexible tubes. For her feet, she has silver-colored wheels. 
Mom, Dad, and I are incredibly grateful for Kelly. She was a gift from 
Dad’s company when they promised to move us to Mars.

My mom recently started growing a garden. A garden on Mars, you 
ask? No way? Yeah way! Yes, it is dry, but we get enough sunlight here, 
enough to power our giant solar panels and enough to grow some 
plants. My mom is ambitious enough to think about growing a fruit 
tree. Now, you may wonder about the water issue here. How can we 
grow a garden without enough water? That is an excellent question. 
We have water shipped here from Earth. The people who fund our 
colony, the people back at NASA, collect clean, melted snow from the 
mountains, put it into large jugs, and then put the jugs into shuttles 
that go off into space and land here on our communal landing dock. 
They have five thousand gallons shipped here every morning because 
our colony consists of five hundred families spread out over endless 
desert. Without this water, my mom wouldn’t be able to grow her gar-
den, and we wouldn’t be able to wash our clothes or take showers. My 
mom’s garden right now consists mostly of succulents (but also some 
other plants) that can withstand the dry weather and intense cold. Her 
garden is indoors in this glass bubble attached to our house, originally 
intended to be a parking garage (yes, we have a mini Mars car), but my 
dad converted it into a garden. My mom is thinking about growing 
heirloom tomatoes in the garden; this will take more water from our 
water ration, but it’s something she wants to do. I think she wants to do 
it because she misses Earth, if you ask me.

Mom talks about how much she misses swimming back on Earth, 
when we would take a road trip to a nearby lake. The water was clear 
and deep blue, with diamonds and crystals sparkling above the surface. 
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The beach was golden brown and soft under our toes. Mom would 
swim to the other side of the lake and back (it was a small lake); then 
devour a whole box of bright yellow pineapple chunks.

Here, the air is reddish-gray and musty, and when you breathe it 
in, your lungs feel dusty. There is no water to be found—just red dust 
and red sand coating your shoes, ankles, and clothes. There is ice and 
vapor here, but we can’t seem to convert it to water yet. So, the only 
things that make the planet come alive are—well—us. Dad says there 
are microorganisms living in the ground, in the moist areas, but I ha-
ven’t found one damp spot since we set foot here. Far away, there are 
large, treacherous, red mountains with sharp peaks; not nice-looking 
like meringue peaks, but angry, rugged peaks.

There’s one thing I miss, and Mom agrees with me—I miss the clear 
ocean air when we used to live in Boston. The cool sea breeze; the 
seagulls flying overhead, looking for French fries to scavenge. I miss 
the salty air and the golden-brown and crystally sand that would get 
in your hair and between your toes if you were wearing sandals. The 
feeling of gulping in the air without being afraid of coughing it out 
like a cat coughs up a hairball. The feeling of the wind beneath your 
arms makes you feel like you have wings. Dad disagrees—he thinks 
everything is hunky-dory.

But, Dad did tell me one thing he struggles with here on Mars. 
Although many people are in the colony, we are all spread out because 
we have to manage the crops ourselves. We don’t really talk with our 
neighbors. Sometimes, when Dad is growing a plant, he has problems 
getting it to grow right, and he needs help—help from other horticultur-
alists and farmers. He used to have that back on Earth, but he doesn’t 
have it here. He says he has to struggle through it on his own, hoping 
that one little mistake won’t ruin the entire crop.

Recently, I heard Dad and Mom arguing. Mom said she wants to 
move back to Earth and that she misses her friends. Dad said that if his 
family doesn’t try this experiment, who will? The argument sounded 
tense and angry and I felt sick to my stomach, so after eavesdropping 
for a while, I left.

“Hey Mom, I want to help you grow your heirloom tomato plants! 
You said you were planting today!” I jump up and down.

“Not today, sweetie,” she says, not looking at me. Then, after a pause, 
she says quietly, “Maybe not ever.”

“What? Why? You’ve been planting so much, and we’ve been looking 
forward to today for so long!” I am so disappointed I am about to cry.
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“It’s the water, Olive. There isn’t enough water,” my mom sighs, 
finally looking at me. “If the plants can’t survive, how will we?” Now, 
Mom looks like she’s about to cry.

“What about NASA? Can’t they just send us some more water?” I ask 
desperately.

“The rocket they use to send us the water can only hold so much, 
and they can only send one rocket a day. I tried to tell Dad, but he 
still thinks we have enough.” My mom turns back to the laundry and 
throws the last shirt into the washing machine, gently closing the door. 
I knew Mom for my entire life, and I knew that if I weren’t there, she 
would have slammed it.

“Yeah, well—well—” I stutter. I don’t know what to say.
“It’s okay, sweetie, don’t worry about it.” My mom pushes Kelly 300 

aside to the corner with her foot.

As I walk down the hall, I look through the window and see brown, 
withered plants inside our greenhouse bubble. It is hard growing crops 
here on Mars. His job is to show the other colonists how to grow their 
plants the right way. It’s a big responsibility, he says. My uncle is a 
geneticist, and he moved here with us too. My uncle works in biotech-
nology and works with my dad to solve the food problem and make 
more food. It is hard to grow crops here because it’s so cold, and it takes 
a lot of energy to keep the fields warm during the day. So outside our 
house, we have miles and miles of fields that are tilled and kept under 
glass to keep the crops warm. The glass is a special kind of glass that 
keeps the cold out and lets the sunlight in, so the plants will get sun-
light without wilting or being wind-bitten by the extreme cold.

My dad brought some exotic plants from Earth, like Venus flytraps 
and stuff. He has been cross-pollinating the Venus flytraps with the 
extraterrestrial plants that grow here. “Hey, Olive, do you want to come 
with me and pick out some Mars plants?” my dad says, his worried 
brown stubble wrinkling into a wide smile.

“Oh boy, oh boy, yes, I do!” I cry out happily.
I change into my astronaut suit and follow my dad down the hall as 

he carries his special horticultural gardening tools and fun things and 
such! We go out of our house and walk for some time toward a brown 
area that’s not red like the rest. The area is covered in these weird little 
octopus tentacles with all the sucky things, but they’re not octopi.

“Come on, Olive, let’s pull one out together,” Dad says to me with 
a friendly gleam in his eye and matching tone. I know how he’s been 
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getting some white hair on his temples and wrinkles around his eyes, 
so when I hear my normal dad come back, it makes me feel safe.

“Okay!” I wrap my hands around the tentacles, and so does he. With 
a few short tugs, the whole thing comes out. It’s so weird. The leaves are 
underground! They’re oval and dark purple with a rainbow sheen. The 
underground leaves are entirely flat, not curved like the leaves on Earth.

“Wow, Dad. What’s this one called?” I look up at him eagerly.
“Now that,” he says, “is Niopica cithus.”
“Tapioca what? What’s that?” I ask, confused.
“It’s nothing! I made it up!” Dad exclaims.
We double over in laughter for a minute or two and then walk home.
Our neighbors are debating about the “ethics,” whatever that is! Dad 

calls it a “controversy.” Some people don’t like mixing the two kinds 
of plants from two different planets because they like Earth more and 
don’t want to have a bunch more Mars stuff. Other people think Dad 
is doing a great thing, being “a horticultural pioneer on the frontier 
of space.” It’s good for us to have new and different kinds of plants. 
That’s what they say, anyway. Mom likes her Earth plants the way 
they are and doesn’t understand why Dad wants to mix their pollen 
to create new plants. But, she lets him do it and doesn’t say anything 
because she knows he is doing a good thing for NASA, our country, and 
our planet. That’s what Dad said—the NASA, country, and planet stuff. 
I don’t care—I just like cool plants because they’re cool!

Vera and I get lonely sometimes. I don’t really know the other 
colonists very well. Every month the colonists have a meeting to gauge 
our progress in making this planet more habitable. We have been 
making good progress, but my parents are worried about the water 
issue. We always seem to have more than enough water, but we still 
run out very quickly because most of it goes to the crops. NASA can only 
send one shuttle each day, not more.

Dad has a room to himself in the house where he contacts the people 
at NASA and tells them what he needs and how the colony is doing. The 
room is full of gadgets and devices I don’t know how to use. There’s a 
large dashboard with many shiny buttons and switches. The room is 
large and is on the left-hand side, on the far end of the house. He told 
me he uses those complicated buttons and switches to communicate 
temperature and air pressure, among other things. The dashboard also 
produces a radio signal that travels all the way back to Earth.

Dad recently came back from a meeting with the other colonists. He 
said that he tried, but he is not showing everyone the right way to grow 
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enough crops. The other families have bread, nuts, and other packaged 
food, but they don’t have enough fresh produce. Right now NASA is 
not sending us enough to grow enough produce for all the colonists. 
It is very expensive and heavy to send it up here. They have to use 
special jugs that won’t pop or spill when they get up here outside 
Earth’s atmosphere. NASA promised to send us more so we don’t run 
out. My dad keeps saying that it’s so hard for them to send us some 
now—how will they send us more in the future?

Sometimes I think back to my time on Earth and the life I left 
behind. Sometimes I wonder if it was worth it to come all the way 
here. I will probably never see the mountains or the beach again. I will 
probably never smell a rose or hear a mockingbird sing a new tune. I 
look out, and there are fields and fields of red dust, ice, and dry sand. 
Nothingness. Empty. Bleak. When my dad’s company proposed the 
move to my dad, they made it sound so exciting, like they would be 

“pioneers on the frontier of space.” There was all this boasting of new 
technology and a bright new future. They made it sound so wonderful. 
My dad is a real scientist at heart, and his curiosity got the better of 
him. My mom is also really adventurous, so she supported him when 
he came home with the idea. When they told me of their decision, I was 
excited too. I still am, for the new people moving here. But sometimes, 
I lie in my bed and wonder. Because my dad, if he moves back, still has 
a job. We can always move back. Right?

But then I think of the famine and my friends and relatives who 
have passed away already. How can I go back now? How can any 
of us go back?

I will have to look up and see the stars and see my old home among 
them. Mars, you are my planet now.

Part III.
When I want to go out and see my friends, I take this white shuttle that 
hovers over the ground and races far distances near the speed of light. 
Because it is so fast, it has earned two nicknames. The first is “The 
Teleporter,” and the second is “The Time Warp Machine.” It is such 
a bright white; it hurts my eyes to look at it. It has these two wings, 
rounded at the tips, on both sides. There is a wide strip of window 
surrounding the body of the Teleporter, in an “O” shape, wrapping all 
around it. The tip of the shuttle is also rounded and has a red and blue 
stripe with a white stripe in the middle surrounding the tip. The back 
has four large rockets where the fire bursts out.
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My best friend Vera lives five hundred miles away from us, and it 
takes just under six seconds to get to her house. Well, “house” is a loose 
term for it. Her abode is more like a glass bubble than a nice, two-story 
house you might find on the green and blue planet.

For fun, Vera and I like to do something dangerous our parents told 
us not to do. We like taking the Teleporter and travel a hundred miles 
at altitude, then turn off the gravity switch and pretend we are at Sky 
High, a party place with many large trampolines. The Teleporter is 
actually quite spacious; it is the size of maybe two walk-in closets put 
together. We love floating around, bouncing off the walls, and hanging 
upside-down midair. It is so much fun, and we are never telling our 
parents. They’d be so upset if they found out. It’s not that dangerous; 
we have done it so many times. We just hope the Teleporter is okay with 
being a little bit away from Mars for a short time!

I step off the shuttle.
“Hey Olive, guess what I heard?” Vera looks at me with a sparkle in 

her eye—I can even see it through the giant astronaut’s helmet she’s 
wearing.

“What? Tell me quick,” I burst.
“NASA is sending over a new group of colonists! Olive, imagine all the 

friends we’ll make!” Vera’s voice almost reaches a shout. She’s desperate, 
and so am I. “Your dad told you?” I lower my voice, serious.

“Well, yeah—he’s in charge of so much stuff at NASA, being, you know, 
one of the lead astronauts and everything.” She pretends to flip her 
hair inside her astronaut’s helmet. “So, it must be true.” Vera looks 
proud of her dad. “The new families will move in closer to us within 
a year, and they’re bringing lots of cool devices that will make our 
lives easier!”

“Wow! My dad will—” I start.
rrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr! We hear the Teleporter start up by itself. 

“What on Mars is that?” I almost jump out of my skin as I watch the 
rockets burn orange, fire ready to blast out.

“Vera, hop on! It’s going to leave without us!” I leap through the door 
and keep it open for her.

“I can’t, I—” Vera’s boot is stuck in a small crevice, and she struggles 
to break free. rrrrr! The last rocket gets ready for its own ignition. 

“Come on, Vera! It’s about to take off!” At that moment I know I have 
to decide to help Vera or leave on my own. Fear and panic set in, and I 
find myself gripping the door open, my knuckles white with adrenaline, 
shouting at my friend.
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“Olive, wait—” Vera yelps as if her gas tank is out of oxygen.
It’s too late. I hear the last rocket burst its fire out, and I snap the door 

shut, making the worst decision I’ll ever make as a kid, as a person, as 
a human.

As the Teleporter soars near light-speed away from that region of 
Mars, everything slows to a crawl. I watch my dear friend Vera wave 
her arms to me as her boot finally breaks free of the crevice, and my 
heart is filled with so much regret.

Just minutes later, Vera’s dad and my dad organize a search party on 
their own Teleporters to find Vera. The place where Vera and I landed 
is unnamed, so they don’t know exactly where she is. They search 
for hours, for days, weeks, months, but she is nowhere to be found. 
Finally, Vera’s dad finds an astronaut suit’s arm torn from the body, but 
nobody. Vera’s mom weeps uncontrollably when we find out, and no 
one can console her. For two months, I shut myself into my room and 
don’t speak to anyone, not even my parents. My best friend is dead 
because of me.

I untack a picture of myself taken by NASA from my bedroom wall, 
titled ThE KiD Who Will ExplorE ouTEr SpAcE. I open my glass bubble 
window and lift the picture to the edge of the windowsill. A harsh red 
wind blows by, and I let go of the picture, sending it sailing away from 
me toward the planet of green and blue.
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The Girl in the Mirror
Ariana Jaramillo

For a long time up until my early college years, I tried to find my own 
beauty in different places. I tried finding it in the validation of my 
friends; from the validation of the boys that I liked. I tried finding in 
the validation of my mother, and from my brothers. The rolls on my 
sides, the double chin, and the chubby cheeks were depicted as ugly 
by all of them. Kids in school and in the movies hated being invisible, 
while I hoped I wouldn’t be seen.

I gave up looking at the mirror, not wanting to overthink the 
reflection, not wanting to see the girl everyone seemed to despise. I 
hated her stupid curly hair that never seemed to settle. I hated the 
roundness of her tummy, the lumps hanging down her arm. The anger 
towards this new enemy continued to build, and I hid her as much 
as I could with oversized hoodies and baggy jeans.

I moved to college, five hours away from everyone but her. My new 
friends called me beautiful and pretty—they tried to show me my 
beauty. Unfortunately, at that point, the enemy I had in the girl in the 
mirror had become strong, and I refused to see the beauty I’d been 
waiting my whole life for someone to show to me. It was then that I 
realized that there was only one person capable of doing such a thing.

So, I sat in front of the mirror and had a conversation with that curly-
headed girl in the reflection.

She looked uneasy, nervous, and a bit frightened as I told her, “We 
need to talk.” She nodded her head, and before I could ask her the 
question, I finally gave her a closer look.

I looked into her eyes, and I realized they were warm for the first 
time. Her eyes were the color of honey and tenderness. Her eyelashes 
were as long and as curly as the hairs on her head. Her eyebrows were 
curious, but bold—one of her more prominent features. I looked down 
to her nose, admiring the round tip. As I sat there admiring her beauty, 
she smiled at me and my heart felt like it was about to burst.
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I saw crinkles by her eyes, the blush in her cheeks, and the 
illumination of her crooked smile. I admired all of her features. Tears 
fell out of our eyes as I asked the question, “Why? Why did I hate 
you for so long?”

We sat in silence pondering the question, and we looked at each 
other wide-eyed when we found the answer.

“Because you let the insecurities of others become your own.”
I apologized to the girl in the mirror, telling her how sorry I was for 

allowing her to believe she wasn’t worth it, for telling her that she was 
too big, too ugly to deserve love and respect. She asked me for time to 
heal, and I told her I would grant her a lifetime.

Every day ever since, we’ve taken small steps. Aware that it 
wouldn’t always be easy. As we grow and age, new issues would 
arise. Nevertheless, I promised her that I would give her a smile 
every time I saw her. And she would smile back at me, and I knew we 
would be okay.



occam’srazor / 68

Use Grieve
in a Sentence

Arthur Arboleda, Jr.

When you visit Nanay, make sure you clean up. If you do shave, don’t 
shave everything off, or else you’ll look like you’re fifteen again and it’ll 
confuse her. If her memory doesn’t allow her to process time correctly, 
and she assumes you’re fifteen anyways, go with it. It’s easier to play 
along than to explain everything.

Make sure you grab Mom’s spaghetti tray from the handles on the 
side instead of carrying it with your hand directly under the glass 
tray. No one wants to be the reason Nanay can’t enjoy her favorite 
dish. Mom is the only one of her siblings that can cook, so don’t be 
surprised if all you have to eat is spaghetti and water. It isn’t exactly a 
planned get-together, but it’s not every day that the whole family will  
gather like this.

When Dad parks, don’t say anything about how he isn’t even close to 
the curb, this isn’t that kind of day to start a fight. If mom stays behind, 
make sure you do too. Gesture to both your older sister and Dad to go 
ahead. If Mom starts crying, make sure you open her door just a little 
bit and slide your hand under hers. If she squeezes, squeeze back, but 
not too hard, she’s more fragile than before. If she begs you to go home, 
saying she can’t do it, say nothing. She knows she has to stay, but maybe 
she just needs to say something to someone. Nod your head in a steady 
tempo until she’s ready.

Mom’s arm is hooked onto yours when you head inside, and you 
hook your fingers under the tray of pasta she prepared. Stay clear from 
Uncle Titus. Uncle Titus is a creep and an asshole. Both of you know 
that. You’ll argue that technically he’s not family, not bound by blood. 
Unfortunately, he’s family—bound by law. You see their large, white 
box of a van parked and vacant. Prepare and plan your maneuvers 
before you get inside.

When Mom suddenly stops short of the door, putting both of you to a 
halt, don’t rush her. When she takes that deep breath, again, be patient 
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with her. What can any of us do other than be patient with one another? 
Let her ring the doorbell when she’s ready.

When the front door opens, it’s Uncle Titus.
“Oh,” you fail to hide your disappointment, “Hello, Tito.”
Rush both yourself and your mom inside. Neither of you has the 

energy to fake a conversation. He begins to say something, maybe even 
something offensive, but pay him no mind. It’s not worth the headache. 
Rush inside and say you need to put the spaghetti down quickly.

Notice how many people are here, and try to recall the last time 
the house was so lively. Uncle Von, the uncle you are related to by 
blood, houses his family of four along with Nanay. All of Nanay’s 
kids have returned for absolutely no reason at all. Nanay doesn’t get 
many visitors anymore, so it’s nice to see her surrounded by family. 
Almost everyone is here.

She won’t notice who’s not here. She also won’t notice how strange it 
is that there’s no special occasion for everyone to gather at once.

You ask your mom, “What did we settle on telling Nanay?” A fake 
wedding? A grandson’s birthday she’s forgotten?

React appropriately when she says, “Nothing. We couldn’t decide.”
You can be frustrated but not surprised that your mom, her brothers, 

and sisters couldn’t come up with a proper plan for today. They haven’t 
been on the same page their entire lives.

Roam Uncle Von’s home and do a mental roll call. You already know 
Uncle Titus is here, and you spot the rest of his family outside in the 
backyard, looking at Nanay’s plants and flowers. There’s Tita Olivia 
and her two kids, Nanay’s favorite. Make sure you don’t say that last 
part out loud. Instead, stare at them through the screen door, only mak-
ing out the faint outlines and colors of their shapes. Ignore the fact 
that if you weren’t family, none of you would have a reason to talk to 
each other.

If the sense of overwhelming sadness creeps up on you, push it away. 
Not now, not yet.

Don’t tell them smoking kills when you wander into the garage to 
see your sister and your old cousins smoking together. Nanay’s told 
them dozens of times before. They know what they’re doing. If you ever 
wonder whether you and your sister will get along like this, smoking 
and laughing together in a cold, poorly-lit garage, give up on that hope. 
The two of you will find other ways to bond with each other. And she’ll 
quit smoking too, but not because you kept telling her it’ll kill her; it’ll 
kill someone else.
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When you realize you haven’t seen your grandma yet, check the 
living room with the karaoke machine. It’s her favorite place to sit and 
doze off. When you see her, lying on the same old couch, next to the 
same wide, four-panel window, soaking in the same sun she has had 
her whole life, try not to think about how much older she’s become 
since you’ve last seen her. Don’t try to remember the last time you saw 
her, it doesn’t matter anymore. Don’t bother counting the grays on her 
head anymore, and that there are more gray hairs than black to count. 
What gives it most away is the look in her eye—beyond the fog lies 
so much distance.

You already know where your mom is: in the kitchen, as always. The 
kitchen stays warm because of her, no matter whose house it is. Cooking 
is how she’s always kept the grief far away and it’s how she’s always 
been, even though she already brought food to the “party.” When you 
decide to help her cook, there’s nowhere else in the house you belong. 
Recount the ingredients she has prepped, so you can get started on 
what she needs.

She’s making a family favorite Filipino dish, Sinigang. Its simplicity 
might be the reason she chose to make it. When you start chopping 
vegetables together, grab the more difficult veggies to chop. Grab the 
tomatoes because she had said, when you were much younger, about 
how she hated chopping tomatoes. She said they were too squishy 
and she could never chop them fast enough. But you know how to 
slice them well.

Recall how when you were younger, Nanay taught you how to slice 
tomatoes. Instead of chopping and chopping, it’s all about sliding the 
knife with the right amount of force and speed, so the tomatoes keep 
their shape. Recall how you learned how to do this in this same kitchen 
with the same knives. Try not to question why your mother doesn’t 
know this tip. The truth of this is unnecessary sadness for today. Don’t 
make today any sadder than you can afford it to be.

When you grab the onions, try to remember how that one YouTube 
video taught you to cut them so you wouldn’t cry. It’s a 30-minute video; 
why did something as simple as that need to be 30 minutes? You can’t 
remember at all. As soon as you start cutting, tears drip, and a saltiness 
is added to this typically sour soup. “Anak,” your mom calls to you, “let 
me do it.” She cuts into it the same way you did, and just like that you 
immediately start crying.

Offer to cut the other half portions of onions. Argue, “If both of 
us are cutting them, we’ll finish in half the time.” When she faintly 
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smiles at you, make sure you return that small facial gesture. When 
both of you cut into the onions very poorly, no advice from your 
Nanay, chuckle at the idea that someone else learns this skill. Imagine 
if your grandmother’s entire scheme was to force the whole family 
to cook one big dish together, using the one unique skill she taught 
each of us. Laugh at the idea that someone else in this house was 
taught how to cut onions properly. Laugh at the idea that you’re the 
only person in the house who knows how to properly cut a tomato. 
Laugh at the idea of your entire family cooking together because that 
would never happen.

When the onions start making you cry, don’t hold back the tears. 
Your mom won’t either. When both of you realize what’s happen-
ing, take this small window of time to really cry. Make sure not to 
full-on sob, because no onion would really do that to a person. Cry 
the right amount.

Once you finish cooking, bite your tongue from sarcastically saying 
“You’re welcome” to everyone coming to get food. Sarcasm doesn’t do 
well in the family. When you see how many people will eat, ignore the 
number of dishes that’ll be piling up after today is done. Whoever does 
the cooking never does the cleaning.

When everyone decides to eat in the living room that Nanay is sitting 
in, sit next to your mom. Your sister and Dad also get the notice and sit 
together. You realize everyone is sitting in their own respective families, 
creating little separate islands in the living room, with feet of carpets 
feeling like miles of ocean.

You think to yourself, Are we closer for eating in the same room 
together, or farther apart by being in the same room but not saying a word 
to each other?

Don’t be startled when you hear, “Anong nangyayari dito?”
Never mind, it’s fine to be startled. Everyone else in the room is, too.
The fog isn’t clouding Nanay’s eyes anymore, and they are as 

sharp as ever. It’s the same sharpness that raised five kids as a single 
mother. The same sharpness that’s telling her that something is very, 
very wrong. Those same sharp eyes that are now scanning everyone 
in the room.

Don’t flinch as she wails again, “Why are all of you here? What’s 
happening?”

Look away, and stare at other people in the room, the lamp even, to 
avoid eye contact. You won’t be able to take it. Count the individual 
strands of the carpet if you need to.
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Nanay, in her old age, knows when one of her children is missing. 
Her children, who came with no plan whatsoever, are stunned at her 
alertness. They shouldn’t be. They should’ve known it would’ve had 
to come to this.

Don’t cry yet. Please. It’s not your turn yet.
“Where’s Ramir!” she screams in agony, not being able to take the quiet 

treatment anymore. If they weren’t going to tell her, she was going to 
say it herself. Ignore how sharp his name sounds now, as if we’ve been 
avoiding it this whole time.

Don’t pull away when your mom reaches for your hand. When 
she squeezes, prepare for what she has to do. It almost seems 
unfair: she’s cooked all this food, fed everyone, and now has to 
deliver the news.

“He had a heart attack, Nay,” she manages to utter. Barely. Tears over-
take her words. You can cry now if you’d like.

“Nanay, we’re so sorry,” your Tita Olivia says. Don’t be surprised that 
the one thing she said wasn’t difficult to say. Try not to be mad at her, 
too; now is not the time for that.

Sit in the complete silence that comes after that. Listen to the 
sniffles and try to guess who, along with you and your mom, has 
already started crying.

Uncle Von takes it on himself to say the worst part. You can feel bad 
for him for doing so.

“He died three days ago, Nay.”
She stares at him, not with the sharpness she had earlier, but the 

fog slowly rolling back in.
“You waited three days to tell me my youngest son passed away!”
She stares at everyone in the room, all of them guilty. Everyone knew 

this before her and waited. Telling her earlier wouldn’t have changed 
anything, but it still feels wrong.

She sobs, kneeling on the floor. She cries in a way that lets every-
one know it’s hard for her to breathe. To inhale and exhale, wailing 
in between.

“Three days,” she says to no one.
Sit there with everyone, with all their grief in the air.
Let grief enter your lungs as you breathe in its coarse air, making 

the back of your throat tremble. It’s on your hands, so heavy, you 
swear you could feel it. Unsure of what to do next. Grief is a rope, 
binding us to the person next to us, unable to leave or move in fear of 
startling each other.
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Grieve for your Nanay, who lost her youngest son.
Grieve for your uncle, grieve for yourself.
Grieve until the verb becomes a noun, until it becomes something 

you carry instead of something that follows you.
Grieve.
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advisor’s note
DEAR READER,

What the heck is Occam’s Razor? Let’s refresh. Here are excerpts drawn 
from a UC Riverside Math class website:

Occam’s (or Ockham’s) razor is a principle attributed to the 
14th-century logician and Franciscan friar William of Ockham. 
Ockham was the village in the English county of Surrey where he was 
born… The principle states that “Entities should not be multiplied un-
necessarily.” Sometimes it is quoted in one of its original Latin forms, 

“Pluralitas non est ponenda sine necessitate.”
The most useful statement of the principle for scientists is “when 

you have two competing theories that make exactly the same pre-
dictions, the simpler one is the better.”

This principle goes back at least as far as Aristotle, who wrote, 
“Nature operates in the shortest way possible.” Aristotle went too far 
in believing that experiment and observation were unnecessary. The 
principle…can work well in philosophy or particle physics, but less 
often so in cosmology or psychology, where things usually turn out 
to be more complicated than you ever expected.

Isn’t that the truth? Wouldn’t it be nice if storytelling always worked so 
sensibly? Our work as authors is sometimes to choose simpler narrative 
paths, but literature is often prized most when it “unnecessarily multi-
plies” into conversation that empowers cultural shifts.

For example, culture proliferates with each new issue of Occam’s 
Razor; it’s an absolute delight to witness. As we move into Summer 2022, 
unanticipated traumas are still weaseling their way into our lives—pan-
demic; war; climate anxiety. Headlines may feel no less gnarly than one 
year ago when, despite our collective doom-scrolling, Issue 38 arose 
like a phoenix from ashes into a triumphant print magazine. But things 
have shifted, big-time. We’re evolving, not just surviving. I’m so thrilled 
for our first in-person launch party.

Issue 39’s editorial team occupied an English Department office and 
started to dust things off, despite our building’s semi-deserted halls. 



Humbly and confidently, our Editor-in-Chief Ariana Jaramillo brought 
this to life with weekly help from key players Stefanie Boggs-Johnson; 
Gisell Jimenez; Dylan Anderson; William Crawford; and Allen Jang, 
our brilliant Art Director and Designer. I popped into lively meetings, 
for example when art editorial votes for the cover were archived in 
a colorful poll chart graphic showing a 50/50 opinion split. Tie-breaker 
options ensued and the team handled the cover beautifully (don’t you 
think?). This crew, who started with such trepidation, ruled the project 
with finesse and professionalism. I remain in awe of you all.

YOUR FRIEND,
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.
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