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Dear Reader,
 
We’re honored to present the eleventh edition of Lux, which features work from 
more than 60 students who represent the profound well of creativity and artistry this 
university has to offer. In this volume, you’ll find the story of a man faced with his 
own death at the hands of kidnappers in the Sonoran Desert, poetry that captures the 
intimate dissolution of a relationship, and a woman’s reflections on her father’s silent 
sacrifice. You’ll see stunning images, hear masterful compositions, and watch short 
films that linger in your thoughts for days.

In addition to this volume, the eleventh year of Lux has brought a number of 
achievements and milestones. We hosted our fourth annual Coffeehouse and Open 
Mic Night in November, featuring musical performances and poetry readings in 
the company of fellow students and creatives. We continued a five-year partnership 
with Blue Door Studios, which welcomed our musicians into their studio to record 
professional tracks. We expanded our film section to include a robust mix of 
documentary and creative films, as well as two screenplays. Finally, we explored 
original ways to design the magazine and deliver its content, and we further integrated 
the art section into our Release Party by exhibiting some of the art published in our 
eleventh volume at the event.

I would like to thank the dedicated Lux staff, ASU and Barrett faculty, generous donors, 
family, friends, and the many talented students who have made Lux the publication it 
is today. Year after year, we are astonished by the imagination and commitment our 
contributing students demonstrate in their creative pursuits. I hope you find inspiration, 
solace, or a spark of brilliance in these pages, as we have.

 Erin Regan
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Barrett, the Honors College, for honoring the winning submission.
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This year’s poetry award goes to “Where We Live” by Sophie Opich. Lux 
thanks Barrett, the Honors College for honoring the winning submission.
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La linea negra
//  Daniel Oberhaus //

There were forty-seven of them in total; Joaquín Riviera was number fifteen. He counted 
again, nervously obsessed with the accuracy of his mathematics.  Yes, his morbid addition was 
correct. Fourteen souls were to depart the earth before him, polishing the pavement on the 
winding road to wherever they were sentenced to idly pass eternity. Joaquín’s childhood had 
been steeped in the odd Roman Catholicism of Mexico, a curious admixture of native tradition 
and European piety. He had whittled away his youth believing that his faith would envelop him 
in a holy certitude, a shepherd to guide him as he wearily bore on through the valley of death.  
Yet now faced with the prospect of dying, Joaquín wasn’t so positive he would be borne away in 
chariots of fire commandeered by the prophets of Israel, nor even deported to Pandæmonium by 
heavenly fiat. No, no — these things were easier to believe while one was still immortal. In all 
probability there would be absolute nothingness; no nine circles, no Nephilim. 

Joaquín attempted to envision his body decomposing in the Sonoran earth, worms and 
creosote brush stealing his carbon until nothing remained but his brittle, pallid bones; Mother 
Nature’s finest larcenists thriving on his corpse. He tried to imagine the forty-six other skeletons 
which would be haphazardly piled around him in the shallow mass grave. What would it feel 
like as the bullet entered the back of his head, sending him careening off the lip of the grave to 
join his compatriots as their fleshy, lifeless pall? He tried to imagine his face as he fell forward, 
serene and accepting, like the noble saffron-hued priest who once attended to the Count of 
Orgaz. 

 Joaquín tried to imagine these things, but as soon as he would come close to understanding, 
the thought would elude his caress, darting to the recesses of his consciousness like a frightened 
fawn, leaving but a spectral imprint to further taunt him in its absence. Joaquín realized this, 
but he could not arrest his overactive and morose imagination.  He could think of nothing else 
but his impending demise. He knew it would be nothing like his reveries, which he envisioned 
through the eyes of another, as though observing his death from the perspective of an Aguililla 
parda. He was gracefully floating on those circular currents of air that Elijah knew too well, 
sharing the singular purpose of this minor prophet who wanted only to know heaven without 
first meeting death. 

He tried to imagine nothingness, recalling memories of Mazatlan in his youth. He could feel 
the cool breeze blowing off the cerulean coast, sweeping the tropical beaches as the Sinaloan 
sun smiled down on the summering gringos, all deeply bronzed and dressed in white, marveling 
at the rows of white plaster buildings designed by their ancestors. He thought about a day he 
had climbed to la Cueva del Diablo, carefully feeling his way further into the cave, occasionally 
striking a match to guide him lest he stumble into one of the many vagabonds who called this 
accursed cavern home. He turned a corner losing sight of the mouth and allowed his match to 
sputter out. He was immediately immersed in a black nihility, in the center of an unknowable 
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void, which gazed menacingly at him from all directions and threatened to swallow his existence 
in the manner of a leviathan taking on water. Joaquín had allowed himself but half a minute in 
this state of sensory deprivation before he nervously fumbled for a match for the sake of his 
sanity. Would death be similar? Would he have to endure not half a minute, but an eternity of 
that senseless nothing?

A commotion to his left retrieved Joaquín from his morose meditations. He gazed through 
the twilight down the black line of shadowed figures resting against the putrid, wooden walls of 
the shed. In the dusky half-light, he could see two of the captors consulting a small automatic 
rifle, whispering in an aggravated manner as they turned the weapon about. At the end of the 
line, a small Guatemalan woman in the twilight of her youth sat quivering, silent tears rolling 
down her high, ochre cheekbones. Number five. 

 One of the men consulting the rifle impatiently stomped over to the woman, rolling down 
his ski mask in the process. “Levántase.” The woman refused, breaking into hysterics as she 
clung to the man’s desert camouflage pants. The man unceremoniously yanked the woman up 
by her hair and drew her through the doorway. Upon his exit, the ruffian grabbed a shovel used 
but a few hours prior to dig the pit which was to be this woman’s ultimate destination. None 
of those present, save their captors, had actually seen the pit that three men spent the majority 
of that spring morning digging; as with the most terrifying things in life, the pit was a known 
unknown, a veritable mystery whose presence is felt but cannot be explained. To know the pit 
was to comprehend at last one’s own finitude.  For these reasons and possibly many besides, the 
pit was completely bewildering to Joaquín. 

When their abductors began digging the pit that morning, few of the prisoners took much 
notice. Most were too preoccupied with the very probable reality that their relatives would be 
unable to supply their portion of the exorbitant ransom. Only three days had expired since their 
abduction: there was still hope.  At what Joaquín had estimated to be noontide, one of their 
captors marched in and solemnly announced that no ransom money was being advanced. In this 
moment the terrible reality of the pit finally impressed itself on the minds of the condemned. 

In all honesty, Joaquín still couldn’t comprehend the pit and its meaning, in spite of the 
unceremonious sentencing to which he had just bore witness. He couldn’t comprehend it when 
the first man at the head of their dark line was hauled from the room that evening, the gut 
wrenching whip crack of the automatic rifle enveloping the prisoners in a nervous silence. He 
couldn’t comprehend it when the demise of the next man in line was announced with two cracks 
of the whip. 

He could understand it still less when the dull sound of a shovel obliterating a few cubic 
inches of Guatemalan brain matter marked the methodical approach of Joaquín’s final breath. 

Joaquín’s heart waxed torpid as he watched the men and women separating him from the 
grave dwindle in number, quick executions destroying his peers, whose only crime was dreaming 
of a better life. If there is a God, he is surely malign, Joaquín mused. Hell is the understanding 
of the impermanence of existence. He noticed his palms were clammy and beads of sweat were 
congealing on his forehead, but Joaquín did not feel hot. He felt nothing. He placed his quivering 
hand by his side and noticed something wet. Did I piss myself? Possibly. It was hard to determine 
whether the urine belonged to him or his wife, who sat in silence to his right, enraptured in the 
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most tragic manner with her swollen belly. 
Her shirt was rolled to her breasts and she sat slowly caressing her fertile womb, tracing the 

linea nigra down the length of her engorged belly. The child was conceived and was marked 
from the start, observed Joaquín. A black line separating him from existence. He is the lucky one, 
surely. Joaquín grasped the free hand of his wife. She looked at him, tears welling in her large 
brown eyes. Mariana Navarro-Riviera was truly the most beautiful woman Joaquín had ever 
seen; her cheeks, flushed with the kiss of Adonis, were the color of Saguaro fruit in the waning 
spring light. Joaquín wanted to kiss her very badly, but restrained; it would feel too inadequate 
to express his sentiment in that way. Her look seemed to tell him that she understood. Joaquín 
wished he could understand too; that they could understand together and not be afraid.

He and Mariana had understood one another once. They had met while attending university 
in Mexico City, bonding instantly over a shared affinity for continental philosophy and a general 
distaste for the policies of Portillo. Joaquín’s eyes had first alighted upon the figure of Mariana 
as he stood facing a column of riot police, slowly advancing toward their position on Paseo de 
la Reforma. He held the end of a black rope and Mariana held the other, a promise to the state 
troopers that if they so much as toed the line, it would invoke the fury of the mass of youth before 
them. The hand with which Joaquín held his end of the cable trembled slightly as the officers 
encroached on their position; he glanced at Mariana, wondering if she could feel his tremors 
pulsing through the black rope. Her hand was steady as she looked ahead; her unwavering gaze 
was beautifully fierce, a peculiar and disarming trait of the mestizos. Her mien possessed the 
subtle divinity of a Toltec priestess, its purity remaining unsullied until the fateful arrival of 
the Don Juans, those immortal Spaniards who taught her ancestors ferocity and spoke of turned 
cheeks, who preached fidelity and produced bastards.  Joaquín stared ahead, now face to face 
with the line of federal troopers clad head to toe in black tactical gear, POLICIA emblazoned on 
their shields; his hand trembled no more. 

Their meeting was a chance occurrence perhaps, or was possibly orchestrated by a divine 
intelligence; the difference mattered little to Joaquín. They would march against austerity and 
make love in her dilapidated flat a few blocks from the university. They laughed over post-
coital smokes, their naked, slender bodies leaning out the window to exhale the fumes into the 
sultry air of the Distrito Federal, dizzy with nicotine and the vertigo induced by viewing the 
world from such heights. Each night they were invisible spectators to the carnival of the absurd 
coming to life in the streets below: men and women from all walks of life busying themselves 
with daily trifles, lovers necking on a bench, a merchant boisterously hocking his wears to all 
those unfortunate enough to pass within shouting distance. Joaquín and Mariana had no need 
of a world which had no need of them; their wants were few and mostly directed toward the 
other’s affection. They grew to be slaves to the demands of their hearts, the hapless victims 
of a Stockholm syndrome of sorts. They promised one another mere fidelity at first, but grew 
unsatisfied. Three days after their commencement, Joaquín promised Mariana Navarro his life, 
for which she offered her own in return. Fifteen and sixteen, till death would they part.

The man next to Joaquín began whispering invocations to a virgin: “Dios te salve, Maria. 
Llena eres de gracia…” He quaked in the dark, clinging to the remnants of a strained faith. 
Joaquín couldn’t find the words in himself to pray; it seemed so futile for a condemned man 
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to give thanks for his condemnation. So repeating Peter’s error,  Joaquín turned his head from 
Christ and prayed only the man would fix the rifle before it was his turn to face the pit. Joaquín 
would have more courage than Peter; there would be no repentance in the face of death. The 
only recourse to action for a man in such straits is to deny the existence of the creator: There is 
no God. 

Joaquín balled his fists as he saw the silhouette of a man appear in the door frame, walking 
with slow, measured steps toward the next in line. The man was a priest, his black hassock 
ruffling in the cool evening breeze. His face was dark, the profile of which appeared as though 
it were overlain with a silken black kerchief. Joaquín was seven years old repeating this faceless 
priest’s benediction, terrified at his commands. The man offered Joaquín the blood of Christ and 
Joaquín drank it with a solemn look in his eye. His body. Joaquín greedily received the wafer, 
invigorated with the thought of devouring 
the savior of mankind. Someone began 
pulling him. No, not him; the man at 
the end of the line. It is not salvation 
but death become manifest. But how the 
black hood remains the same!

Joaquín rubbed his eyes; he was 
hallucinating. By the time his vision 
cleared, he could see the man was 
struggling. His combatant signaled for 
his comrade to come assist him; the man 
walked over to the flailing Nicaraguan 
and dealt one swift blow to his forehead, 
neatly shattering his frontal lobe. The 
man signaled the next woman in the 
queue to stand up, motioning violently with the business end of the rifle. She meekly obeyed, 
allowing the man’s firm grip to lead her through the door, ahead of her brother who was dragged 
by the second thug in her wake. 

 This cannot be happening. Joaquín looked around him, amazed with how much life 
everything in the room possessed, with the obvious exception of his fellow abductees. The room 
exhaled life; the floorboards, the window panes, everything was so alive. No, that isn’t it. The 
world around Joaquín was not alive, but rather simply existing, in a way he had never stopped 
to marvel at until this moment. Its existence served no other purpose than to remind Joaquín 
that all of this would still be here. The knotty floorboards acknowledged the superfluity of his 
life; the breeze wafting in the door imparted to him the grand knowledge that he was merely 
ornamentation. 

This revelation humbled Joaquín. He thought about his mother and father at home bickering 
over trifles, ignorant for weeks of the tragedy which had befallen their family. He thought about 
stubborn shrimp ladies of Mazatlan engaging him in a biweekly verbal spar over the prices of 
their odiferous cargo. With whom would they quarrel in his absence? His mind drifted to his 
brother’s house in Phoenix; the empty rooms waiting for Joaquín and Mariana, never to be filled 

{ }The child was 
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Joaquin. A Black 
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him from 
existence. 
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by their likenesses. Joaquín would wink out of existence, like a droplet of rain disappears in the 
great Pacific Ocean, the world none the wiser. Life would continue on somewhere, oblivious to 
the calamity of the human condition, always thankful that the tragedy occurs to someone else.

 Everything around Joaquín was existing, but it was a cold, indifferent existence. The 
floorboards radiated malice, the single light bulb swinging ever so slowly in the draft was a 
malign metronome, taunting him, pacing his breaths. Joaquín looked at Mariana; he wondered 
if she felt it too. Felt the indifference, the hopelessness, the leering nature of everything around 
them. She was staring down at her belly and Joaquín knew she was thinking only of the baby 
and pitying herself. 

Joaquín desired pity as well; he wanted to pity himself. He wanted to pity his wife. He 
wanted to pity all those who were his co-captains on this sinking vessel. But when he sought the 
emotion, desperately raking the barren desert of his conscience for sympathy, there was none 
to be found. Joaquín began to feel irate. He could understand everyone around him dying, but 
not him. He had wasted his life, but he couldn’t die, he wasn’t ready — there was so much left 
unfinished, his life amounted to nothing but a collection of loose ends. He wanted to raise the 
baby, to see it flourish in the United States; he wanted to give the child the opportunities he had 
never possessed. Oh, if only he had known. If only he had known that he would be meeting death 
so soon, he would have lived differently. 

He would not have labored in a position he hated, harvesting fruit well into overtime, a 
tenacious work ethic which never sufficed to meet even his low cost of living. He would have 
kissed Mariana more to let her know he appreciated every aspect of her being.  He would have 
listened to Mariana when she pleaded with him not to sell their belongings to pay for a pollero. 
He would’ve listened when she had told him the passage was still too dangerous; that the region 
was still in the throes of a war waged for the privilege of transporting precious cargo to American 
junkies. Alas, Joaquín had calmly and confidently assured her it was all media sensationalism. 
Idiota. 

There had always been a tomorrow and the future was infinite, this miraculous deception 
simply taken for granted. Now, the prospect of tomorrow never arriving perplexed Joaquín; he 
could not comprehend what that meant, exactly. There is always a tomorrow. Joaquín’s thoughts 
began to blend into one another, as if his brain was committed to expelling all contemplations 
before the final minute arrived. This isn’t the way things are meant to be. 

The shadowy wick connecting him with existence was burning down; three more bullets 
before his would enter the chamber. A lifeless metal casing housing a lifeless metal bullet, which 
would equitably share its lifelessness with Joaquín. He was now approaching the end of the 
black line to which he had been tethered his whole life, the universe patiently measuring out 
his remaining time. Joaquín had ignored the presence of this line until the present moment, or 
rather was simply distracted by the trivialities of existence, which sought to divert his attention 
from the contemplation of this ever-shortening chain of events which shackled him to existence. 

The man to Joaquín’s left finished his final invocation of Mary and ignited a cigarette. This 
man’s name was Pablo; he had been traveling with Joaquín’s pollero when they were picked 
up by the Sinaloa. Pablo was a robust man who had been diagnosed with lung cancer while 
he was living in Tegucigalpa, where he had passed his days in the character of a judiciary. 

FICTION
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As Pablo explained it to Joaquín, he had never smoked a day in his life prior to his diagnosis, 
but the thought of his approaching death had imparted some divine wisdom to this generally 
temperate fellow. Pablo was the recipient of an epiphany one morning while staring at his pallid, 
gaunt reflection in a cracked hospital mirror, a divine insight which revealed the supreme end 
of life to be pleasure. He resolved to only fill his life with activities and persons that were 
pleasurable to the senses should he beat his deadly ailment, and with this realization Pablo 
promptly marched out of the hospital and purchased his first pack of smokes. After several 
costly rounds of chemotherapy in Mexico City, the doctors declared Pablo’s cancer in remission. 
Unfortunately for Pablo, his bank account’s diagnosis was the same. So the Honduran lawyer 
flew back to his native land as a healthy man imbued with a novel raison d’être, but without the 
means to realize it. Pablo began borrowing money from local rackets to meet the new costs of 
living mandated by his hedonistic philosophy colluding with his stifling medical expenses, until 
his creditor eventually issued an ultimatum: his money, or Pablo’s head. 

Evidently, the man was convincing. Pablo sold all his material belongings and hopped atop 
a train headed north, which was known by its passengers simply as La Bestia, with the clothes 
on his back and enough money for bread and a pollero. The tragedy lies in the fact Pablo would 
have easily been able to meet the demands of the kidnappers, had he only tempered his voracious 
appetite for all that is decadent. Joaquín could see this realization weighing heavily on Pablo’s 
brow as he smoked his last cigarette. Poor bastard. When the guard came in to pull Pablo out 
to the pit, the cigarette remained burning in his mouth; Joaquín pictured him smoking while the 
rifle was leveled at his head. Pablo inhaled pleasure until the last. 

A man appeared in the doorway; the executioner ready to lead him to the guillotine. Joaquín 
looked at Mariana. Her eyes said “Con dios” but her lips remained set. Joaquín was at a loss for 
words. No tears came from either of them, no struggle. Maybe she was just as ignorant as he. As 
the man grabbed him by the arm, the only words Joaquín could muster were “Te amo” as he was 
briskly led out the door to the pit. It felt hollow, but what else was there to say? 

The land around the shack was barren; a white truck had its headlights on, lighting the area 
around Joaquín, but shrouding the pit in a terrible blackness. He looked up at the stars which 
flickered back at him, unable to alleviate his suffering, mere cosmic bystanders to Joaquín’s 
calamity. He couldn’t understand. This was the supreme absurdity. Was it going to hurt? The 
man instructed him to stand near the lip of the pit. Joaquín stared into the blackness, the darkest 
pit he had ever seen; it was waiting for him. It had been waiting his entire life. The cool Sonoran 
air caressed his cheeks and tousled his hair as he closed his eyes, awaiting the end. What is the 
purpose of it all if you’ll never understand? He gritted his teeth, impatiently waiting for release. 

A commotion was heard on the other side of the shack. “Federales!” Joaquín immediately 
grasped the hopeful nature of this development, but despite his good luck, he was unable to truly 
appreciate this fortunate turn of events. He was numb. The man aiming his gun at the back of 
Joaquín’s head spun around, focusing on a new target just emerging from the shadows of the 
shack, dressed in the all-black tactical armor typical of the Mexican military. Mariana would be 
saved; the child would live. They would never see the United States as Joaquín planned, but this 
was just a trifling detail at the moment. They were going to live. 

Joaquín’s would-be-executioner leveled his gun at the soldier and began squeezing out 
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rounds. Mexico’s federal reaper leapt out of the way to lower his assault rifle and return the 
man’s lead. His aim was less than true, and although his bullets reached their intended mark, 
they also made collateral damage of Joaquín’s skull. While the rounds grazed his face creating 
small sonic booms, he experienced a brief moment of terror; but as he turned around to greet 
his savior, the officer’s bullet obliterated his temporal lobe. At this precise instant, in the blissful 
purgatory which delineates the living from the dead, a smile could be seen flashing across 
Joaquín Riviera’s countenance. Finally, he understood. 

FICTION
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In the absencE
//  Sarah Brady //

Rosa couldn’t have been more than two months old when Jesús first held her. He cradled her 
round, doughy body close to where his heart should have been. To him she was like a juicy peach 
sack filled with pliable denseness and suspended in fluids. It wasn’t so odd then that as his long 
distended metacarpals, carpals, and jointed phalanxes formed around her soft body like a cage, 
the image of death flickered before her parents’ eyes as they handed her over and stepped away. 

Jesús felt their fear without looking up, sensed it wrapping thickly around him like a new 
skin and covering him in an overcoat of emotion. He shrugged their paltry offerings away 
and instead focused his attention on the silky midnight down that patterned Rosa’s pudge and 
collected in wispy threads at her temple. 

No gurgles escaped her lips. She was silent. Thin lids closed over eyes that he knew to be 
browned caramel orbs. Or were they black as night? 

A whimper came from the corner of the room where Rosa’s older sister Margarita sat. Jesús 
did not turn. Rosa’s eyes opened at the sound. They seared into him, sought truth in the hollow 
suspended blackness within the yellowed eye sockets that he pretended to see her from. The 
bones in his jaw scraped together, unused, and he whispered to her and only her, a truth that she 
would never remember.

He coughed, drawing his scratchy, bitter voice from a place that no longer remained in his 
throat. 

“I am done,” he croaked. 
In the absence of a heartbeat, they took her away. 
—
Rosa overheard her parents talking as they lingered over coffee one night. Filled with a 

dinner of rice and spicy, peppery meat, but aware of the small empty space still left in her 
stomach, she snuck back from bed to seek out dessert. 

The tiles chilled under her toes as she crept to the doorway of the kitchen. She was just about 
to turn the corner when she heard someone sipping from a cup and the telltale groan as her father 
shifted in his seat. 

“We must bring him out soon.” Her mother’s voice, warm but laced with exhaustion. “If we 
don’t, he will become angry. Your father would never have allowed him to be hidden this long.”

Rosa peeked around the corner, but at only three feet and two inches she couldn’t see hardly 
more than bare feet and a trailing white tablecloth. 

Her father sighed. “I know.”
“Then do it soon, love.” Her mother’s voice softened. “You cannot protect her forever. She 

must find out about him soon enough.”
Rosa caught a glimpse of her father’s weathered fist tightening and then releasing suddenly 

in his lap. 
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Another sigh. “I know.” 
—
The next morning, when Rosa realized that she had never gotten any cookies or caramel 

pudding, she awaited with suspense the “him” that her parents had been talking about.
But days and weeks and months passed, and finally she was eight years old when her parents 

gathered her, her sister, and her two brothers into the family room. She had long forgotten to feel 
excitement at this moment that had at last come.

Her mother drew the blinds closed, one by one going around the room and firmly casting 
their family into darkness. Her father sat before them at the table, eyes averted and hands 
cradling a string of blood-red beads as he muttered indistinguishable blessings and prayers. 
They waited. Rosa’s skin prickled.

“Mama?” she whined. Her brothers and sister fidgeted in their seats. They seemed to know 
something she didn’t.

There was a knock on the door. No one said come in. No one yelled enter. It simply edged 
open, pushed from behind by an invisible force. 

At first Rosa could not understand what she was seeing. A thing creaked into the room. But 
was it a man? She hadn’t yet taken any anatomy classes in school, so what appeared before her 
in the form of a person remained nameless until her brother whispered it into her ear.

“Skeleton.” 
The boy was right. Every bone was visible, every inch of flesh long stripped away. This 

person, stepping lightly across their cold tiles, had no eyes or lips or nose or ears. Rosa reached 
for her sister’s hand and squeezed the limp fingers. Their bodies began to sweat profusely at the 
sight of this ashy, browned collection of bones. Was it alive?

Her father broke the silence. “Welcome Jesús.” But there was no welcome in his voice.
The skeleton man spoke. “You have kept me waiting for far too long.”
“What’s eight years to a man who has lived for centuries?”
He did not respond. Instead, the skeleton considered them all, his blind eyes stopping on 

Rosa’s face and remaining there. 
Her sister’s hand tore from her grip as she ran from the room. 
Jesús took Margarita’s place at the table and turned to Rosa, filling the air with scratching 

and creaking noises. 
“Do you remember me, child?” He seemed shy. Apprehensive. 
“No, sir.”
“Call me Jesús, dear one. It’s time that my youngest granddaughter learned my name.”
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The Box
//  Molly Bilker  //
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I try to cope with my depression by writing stories. It is like this: I pad around the house. 
Sometimes I am barefoot, sometimes I wear slippers. I walk in circles on the bottom floor. I 
look for ways to exorcise my demons today. Sometimes I cook dinner. Sometimes I don’t eat 
anything at all.

Being alone can be very freeing; you are not accountable to anyone and free to love whatever 
you want in whichever way you wish. At times I feel very liberated, I feel very liberated when I 
spill my soup or when I burn my dinner. I want to think sometimes about not being alone, but I 
am very fearful, I think perhaps I shall just go back to sleep.

At 9 a.m. this morning the doorbell rings. It is not like 9 a.m. on the other mornings, because 
then the doorbell isn’t ringing. I’ve been hiding behind the computer for two hours. I’m running 
on coffee. I decided last night to start smoking. Smoking sounds fun and adventurous and 
liberating, but I didn’t want to go out last night, so I have yet to start smoking. But I didn’t 
sleep all night. I tried once but ended up in a state of half-delirium and so I walked around the 
house and thought about some things. I thought about salamanders, I thought I might write a 
story about salamanders, I thought about what kind of places might deliver takeout at this time, 
I thought about smoking and how mysterious and foreign and exciting it sounded.

Oh, the doorbell is still ringing, and I know I have to answer, because it is not societally 
acceptable to not answer the door when the doorbell is ringing, but perhaps I will open the door 
only a little ways so I can see who it is ringing the bell.

I open the door a little ways and there’s not a person but there’s a package. It’s just a normal 
package, it’s about the size of a typewriter. I used to have a typewriter. I don’t know what I did 
with it, it was so long ago.

I pick it up and take it inside and I hold my hands against it flat, but I can’t sense what’s 
inside. My address is handwritten on the box, to Anne Kowanowski. I press my cheek to it, 
expecting the early-winter chill on the cardboard, but it doesn’t feel that way. It feels plain, just 
very plain like cardboard, which is exactly what I should have expected, but I keep expecting 
instead some sense of whatever’s inside to come radiating out from the cardboard just like the 
cardboard isn’t cardboard anymore but some sort of material for transference of thoughts and 
ideas and gifts and memories and who would have sent me a package?

Who would have sent me a package?
The box is sitting there on my kitchen table and I leave it there. I go and get a knife to cut 

the tape. I come back and the box is sitting there, looking just like it was looking before. I don’t 
know. Who would have sent me a package? I put the knife down on the table next to the box 
and cross my arms and lean back and bite my lip and think how I must look like some kind of 
painter appraising the subject for his next painting. It’s kind of funny so I press the forefingers 
of each hand to the thumbs of the other to make a rectangle and look at the box through my little 
rectangle. Then I walk across the room and go and sit in front of the computer again.
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I think once I had people who would have sent me boxes. I have a sister who lives in 
Portland who would have sent me a box but that would be years ago now, we haven’t talked 
much lately after Mom died and she came out and planned the funeral because I was “a piece 
of work” and “totally incapable” and when would I ever grow up and all those other things. My 
sister is the only person I can think of who would have sent me a package, but she wouldn’t do 
that now.

I have a single sentence. There’s a little cursor flashing on the blank page in front of me. 
My sentence says, “My sister, who lives in Portland, has sent me a package.” This is maybe a 
good beginning for a new story. I can see my typewriter-sized cardboard box in my peripheral 
vision, and this makes it very difficult to type a story. I am sure you would not understand, but 
be assured it is very hard to type a story when you have a box in the room with you.

I stand up, I go to the box, I pick up the knife again, I put the knife down. I find I’m touching 
my index finger gently to the tip of the knife while I’m looking at the box, and I don’t think I 
should keep looking at the box because for all I know I might slice my finger open when I’m 
not looking.

So up the box goes, up the stairs into the attic, with all Mom’s old things and Dad’s army 
jackets and cowboy boots. Here, the box will leave me alone, and I will be able to write my 
story about my sister in Portland. Perhaps I should call her soon. Perhaps she would like that. 
But perhaps she wouldn’t. I don’t want to pressure her into talking to me on the phone, it feels 
maybe a little invasive.

Back down the stairs and to the computer. Or, no, no, coffee. Coffee. I’ll drink the last of this 
pot and put on another. I’ll pour myself a cup of coffee. And then on to the story.

It’s never felt this way before. It’s kind of funny. The screen is like a big white void and it’s 
eating me. What is there to say about my sister in Portland?

She has a yard with roses. They twine up a trellis and around to her window, where she sits 
and watches the sky change colors.

This is not necessarily true. I’ve never been to my sister’s house in Portland. But I’d like 
to imagine she has a trellis with roses. It’s a nice thing to imagine, and it’s two more sentences 
in my story, and that’s good. Sure. My coffee is too cold. I think I need to heat my coffee up.

While I’m in the kitchen, watching my stained mug go around and around in the microwave, 
I think to myself, who would have sent me a package? Maybe I should go up and open it and 
then I would find out who might have sent me a package. I’ll do just that, after I put my coffee 
by my desk.

I sit down in the attic next to the box and touch it gently. It’s still not radiating anything. 
I’d hoped the properties of the cardboard might have changed while I was downstairs. I take 
the knife and I press it to the plastic of the tape, but I pull it back again, I put it down next to 
me. Maybe I shall open the box when I finish my story about my sister in Portland. Yes! That’s 
motivation.

Back downstairs I am looking at the computer screen, but all I can think of is my sister 
in Portland with a trellis of roses and her head resting on her hands and her elbows on her 
windowsill looking out and watching the rainy sky. I read somewhere they have something like 
150 days of rain there every year. 
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Maybe if I smoke a cigarette an idea will come to me, and I will be able to write about my 
sister in Portland. 

My clothes don’t look that much like pajamas, and probably all sorts of people buy 
cigarettes, I bet they won’t even notice someone dressed in almost-pajamas buying cigarettes if 
I really think about it. Maybe people in pajamas buy cigarettes all the time. Plus, I have sandals. 
So if I go out wearing sandals I won’t look like I’m wearing pajamas. And I have an overcoat. 
An overcoat and sandals won’t look like pajamas.

I go out, but I walk all the blocks to Walgreens because my car is old and dusty and might 
have engine trouble because I don’t go driving very much. When I need groceries usually I just 
give the boy in college next door some money for when he goes to get groceries for his mother 
and himself and ask him to pick up a few extra bags for me. I don’t need very much, so he is 
always very happy and very polite and says things like “of course” and smiles, he has dimples.

There is a line at the counter to buy cigarettes and I find I am a little annoyed. I think my 
situation is probably a little more urgent than theirs. I have a story to get back to. I have a story 
I am neglecting until I can smoke a cigarette and understand what it’s like to smoke a cigarette 
and feel very free and wonderful.

When I get to the counter I find I’m very annoyed, because the man has asked me which type 
of cigarettes I want, and I don’t know what type of cigarettes I want. I want rebellious writer 
cigarettes, I tell him. He says, I don’t think we carry those. I say, okay then, Marlboro I guess 
because this is the most familiar brand to me.

I go outside to smoke a cigarette and I realize I haven’t bought a lighter, this also irritates 
me, so I go back in the store and buy a lighter and try again: I stand on the street corner wearing 
my overcoat and filmy white pajama pants and sandals. I light a cigarette and blow smoke in the 
air and try to look very natural, and I only cough a little bit and just to myself, into the shoulder 
of my shirt very quietly.

This still doesn’t feel right I don’t think. Perhaps I have to go smoke sitting outside a coffee 
shop. I need more coffee, I left my coffee in its cup sitting next to my computer and it’s gotten 
cold again I’m sure, all that watching it go around and around in the microwave for nothing. And 
I must have more coffee. Maybe a fun and interesting coffee drink and a cigarette together will 
make me think of something very deep and moving that I can write about my sister in Portland. 
It is only two blocks to the coffee shop I used to go to when I was younger and prettier and used 
to go to coffee shops.

At the coffee shop, I decide on a cappuccino. I think perhaps it is so different from the coffee 
I usually drink, straight black bitter coffee, perhaps it will make me think of something new and 
original and I will smoke a cigarette and feel very liberated and then write my whole story about 
my sister in Portland and open my box up in the attic and not cut myself by accident with the 
knife at all.

I am sitting outside with my feet up on the chair opposite me, contemplating if I could figure 
out a way of measuring quantitatively just how cold my feet are when a young man comes up 
and sits next to me. He can’t be that much younger than me but he seems so much younger, his 
face is built in the kind of way where you can tell he must smile a lot. He says, you’re wearing 
sandals, I say yes. I noticed this when I put them on.
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{ }Well I’m a Writer. 
So if I don’t go 
out in the cold 
in pajama pants 
and sandals I 
think I must be 
doing something 

wrong. 

He says aren’t you cold?
I say, I’m not sure how to answer that, what sort of scale of measurement are we talking 

about?
He says, You’re wearing pajama pants.
I say, I noticed that too. 
I am smoking another cigarette and the experience is depressingly flat and dull. I feel that 

I have almost given up on my idea to write a story about my sister in Portland that is inspired 
by cigarettes and fancy coffee drinks. I did not like my cappuccino, but I am still drinking it, 
because perhaps drinking something I don’t like will make me think of something new and 
exciting about my sister in Portland. But perhaps I will just go back home and drink some more 
lukewarm black coffee and cry for a bit and then try to go to sleep again. The man is still talking 
to me and it is not very acceptable to not answer when someone is speaking to you, so I try 

harder to listen.
You make me worried, he is saying. I 

came over here to talk to you because you 
make me worried because you are outside 
wearing sandals and pajamas.

I have an overcoat, I tell him irritably.
That’s not the point, he says.
It is the point, I say. Because you’re 

worried I’m cold, or you’re worried I’m 
not aware it’s cold out. But I’m wearing 
a jacket. That should prove I’m not cold.

You decided to wear a coat but not 
warm pants or shoes, he says. That doesn’t 
prove anything, except that you’re badly 
prepared.

Well I have never been good at preparing for anything, I say. I have finished my cigarette 
and I smash it down into the ashtray the way I think I have seen people who know how to smoke 
cigarettes do.

So why are you out here in the cold in pajama pants and sandals?
Well I’m a writer. So if I don’t go out in the cold in pajama pants and sandals I think I must 

be doing something wrong.
That’s stupid, he says. That’s a stupid reason. There are plenty of writers who don’t go out 

in the cold poorly dressed.
Yes, well, I say and I take another cigarette out of the pack, that’s them. 
You’re saying this is about you being a writer, but that doesn’t hold water, that’s all I’m 

saying, he says, and he takes a cigarette out of my pack just like I’ve given him permission to 
take one of my cigarettes at some point, which I never did. He says, because I know plenty of 
writers who don’t go out in the cold in pajama pants and sandals.

Well, I do it because I’m a writer, that’s what, I say. So you can take that or leave it.
He sits there for a minute and exhales some smoke. He says, my name is Joseph.
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I’m Anne, I say. I have a sister who lives in Portland.
Everyone goes to Portland eventually, he says, and I kind of laugh. 
I want to write a story about my sister who lives in Portland, I tell him, but I can’t write it. 
Why not?
I got a box in the mail this morning.
From your sister?
No.
So?
My sister has a little daughter named Emma, I tell him. She’s four now. I saw Emma when 

she was one and I haven’t seen her since then. 
Why not? He asks.
Because my sister moved to Portland, I say. And because my mom died.
He nods just like he has all the information and totally understands, which makes me a little 

annoyed. I take a sip of my cappuccino, or more like a swig or whatever you would want to call 
it. 

You know a funny thing he says, my sister moved to Portland too.
Really? I say, I try to sound a bit disinterested but interested enough. He laughs.
No. But I do have a sister and she did move, just not to Portland.
Why did you say she did?
Because it doesn’t matter where she went, he says and I wait for him to tell me more. He 

says, I haven’t heard from her in two years. My dad hasn’t and my mom hasn’t. 
How old was she? I ask.
She was twenty-three, he says. Twenty-five now I guess.
How old are you? I ask.
I’m twenty-nine, he says.
I’m only four years older than you, I say.
Ah, but you’re a writer, he jokes. So in the soul department you must have at least twenty 

years on me.
I don’t have anything in the soul department, I tell him. I have loose change and rubber 

bands. My soul is the contents of someone’s junk drawer.
He laughs. I’ll drive you home, he says.
What makes you think I’m leaving?
Body language. 
Fine, okay. You’re right, I was going, I say. I wasn’t planning on leaving, but he seems so 

keen and so earnest, this seems a small favor. 
You can drive me home, I tell him. But you have to let me take my shoes off in your car. 
Okay, he says and he laughs again. He picks up my cup and I follow him inside. 
I can clear my own dishes, I say resentfully.
Who said you couldn’t clear your own dishes? He puts it in the dish bin.
I follow him outside, around the corner and to his car. He asks where I live, I tell him, he 

says, that’s funny, I only live three blocks away from there. It’s funny I haven’t seen you around 
before. 
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Well I usually like to stay in, I say. I feel the need to explain: I send my stories to magazines 
and stuff and sometimes they’ll get published and I sort of just live between checks like that. I 
edit proofs of books sometimes too, and they send them straight to me, so I don’t really have 
to go out.

The hot air is blowing in the car onto my feet, which are beginning to unfreeze and I can 
feel my toes moving again. 

You know, he says, I never smoked a cigarette until I took that one from you.
I never smoked a cigarette until I bought that pack earlier, I answer.
I guess we’re even then.
Were we in some sort of competition?
I don’t know, he says. You tell me.
I look down at my lap so he can’t see I’m smiling.
He pulls the car up at my house and stops. Here we are, he says.
Do you prefer Joseph or Joe? I ask.
Joseph, he says. Joe is a dad name.
I laugh. This time I forget to hide it, that I’m laughing. Anne, he says and he reaches over 

and puts his hand on mine and my heart rate spikes. Fear. Everything kind of bristles, I have to 
remind myself to breathe, keep breathing, it’s okay, it’s okay. 

I liked talking to you today, he says. It’s been nice to meet you. I hope your sister in Portland 
calls you soon.

I slide my hand out from under his. 
I put my hand on the car door handle. I start to open it a little. I close it again. 
Will you come inside? I ask. I have pictures. Of Emma. And my sister. And my mom when 

she was young. And my dad when he was in the Air Force. I could show you some pictures. 
Uh, he says. He looks out the car window. He’s thinking and I feel my heart rate start to rise 

again, this time in embarrassment. Yeah, he says and now he’s smiling and I’m calming down 
again. Sure, he says.

He parks the car right in front of the sidewalk up to my house. I get out and the concrete 
feels cold and rough under my hot feet. I feel very cold, even in my overcoat, my shoes hanging 
from the fingers of my right hand. I hurry to unlock the door and once we are inside, I realize 
how much of a mess things are, papers piled everywhere, unopened letters stacked in a bin near 
the door. 

I’m embarrassed, I say.
That’s okay, he says. He smiles at me.
All the albums are up in the attic, I tell him, and we climb the stairs and I have to jump to 

reach the string that pulls down the ladder to the attic.
This is a big house to live in all by yourself, he says.
I didn’t used to live here all by myself, it just sort of happened that way. 
I climb onto the ladder and up into the attic, reaching down to pull him up even though I 

know he doesn’t need any help. The albums are over in the corner and I pull one out from the 
stack, blowing dust from the cover and spine. 

This is when I was six and my sister was nine, I tell him. Look here. Look here how funny 
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she is with bubblegum all over her face. Look here. Here’s the album from my sister’s wedding. 
The pictures of Emma are in the back. She looks just like my sister used to.

She does, he says, and he takes the album gently out of my hands, reverentially, like it’s his 
own family he’s looking at. What a beautiful little girl, he says.

He sits down on the ground right there in the attic and I sit down beside him. He turns the 
pages of the album slowly and looks with care at every face on every page. We get through 
three albums this way, but there are other photos in the other corner of the attic, ones that never 
made it into a book. When I look up from the album in Joseph’s hands to find them I am met 
with surprise.

There is a box sitting in the middle of the attic, entirely unopened.

River
//  Jessica Fletcher  //

Yesterday, my wife and I drove into the desert to bury the placenta of our stillborn daughter. 
We were about forty miles north of Huachuca City and passing small towns all along the trip 
further and further south. I didn’t know where we would end up. Lilly said she’d know. 

She folded her arms across her chest and held herself. It was hot in the car. I had turned the 
AC to the highest setting.

“Too much air?” I asked.
“Huh? Oh, no, it’s fine.” She didn’t untangle her self-hug. I watched beads of sweat trail 

down her chest, pooling in her cleavage. She was unconcerned. 
I rolled down a window, but the air outside radiated just as hot as the stale air inside the 

vehicle. I felt the heat crisp my skin and stifle my breath. 
“Just a few miles until the next rest stop.”
“Okay.”
There were no other cars on the highway. We had driven for a day already, absorbing the 

silence of the desert and making our own. Through the tints of the windows, the wasteland 
seemed especially tinged with rusty coloring. Purple rain clouds shadowed the road and the 
horizon. Lilly stared at the remaining blue skies in the side mirror. I watched them in my 
rearview mirror, too. 

We remained on the road alone for quite some time before we caught up with other travelers. 
“Damn! Did you see that?” I said.
A white car passed us; it almost got hit by the incoming traffic on the other side of the 

highway. 
“Be careful,” she offered.
“It’s sort of crazy, huh?”
“What?”
“All these cars moving so close together, yet never colliding.”
“That’s the rules of traffic. Not so crazy.”
“No, but think about it. We are just a few feet from all these other giant vehicles. Crazy. 

Just parallel.”
“Mmm. Crazy.”
The yellow lines flapped past me as I drove into its arrow pointed at the end of the horizon. 

A few more cars rushed past us. Our beat-up green Saturn shuddered each time it happened, and 
I shuddered with it. 

I drove on autopilot. I considered our marriage, the years we put in, and how each day 
seemed to come to a close like the end of a shift. Lilly was still young, but the hollow circles 
below and in her eyes drained their aquatic blue. I scanned them again. She looked away. 

Janell had warned me not to bottle it all in before the trip. I had kissed my mother-in-law’s 
forehead and told her “okay.” Everyone was so concerned over Lilly’s plummet; yet, Janell 
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never let my coy silence go unnoticed. I could feel her crinkled eyes watching me at dinners, 
wanting me to say something. 

We pulled into the gas station, and I paid the clerk for the pump and two candy bars. I took 
the bars back to the car and presented one to Lilly like an offering.

“I got you some sugar.”
“Thank you. I could use it.” She looked as empty as the gas tank. 
I pumped the gas and leaned back to her side of the car. She left her door open. I tucked a 

sweat-soaked bang behind her ear. She let me. 
“I love you,” I said.
“I love you,” she said. 
Lilly exited the car and crossed the dirt road to the edge of the cement. I watched her wait, 

tentatively, next to the edge of the desert terrain. She stood there on the road, head tilted, and she 
heaved a sigh that made her shoulder blades protrude like wings through her white t-shirt. I was 
enthralled by their budding flight. She didn’t move any farther. 

I remembered her stretching out her arms wide, asking for lightening to strike her the day 
after we buried Susan’s body in the cemetery. The casket was two feet long and porcelain white. 
Lilly had screamed at the sky, at God, and all the other silent beings of the world. She crumpled 
onto the porch floor, and I tried to hold her. She had flung my arms away. 

I shook the memory off and watched the gas pump click to a final full measure. 
Lilly walked back to the car and buckled herself in. I closed the gas tank and followed suit. 
“You know, I used to be in the xeriscape club in junior high,” she said.
“The what scape?”
“Xeriscape. Landscaping for low-water regions. Desert stuff.”
“Tell me about it.”
“Well, there are all sorts of life out there. Just below the surface.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah. Just take a cactus. It seems like they litter the desert. Just cacti and dirt and rocks 

and brush. Right?”
“Right.”
“But it’s just teaming. A cactus has all this water inside of it.”
“Really?”
“Really.”
She paused, but kept her mouth open as if to say something that wouldn’t come to her lips. 

She looked out at the rolling desert gliding past our windows like an old movie. It played and 
replayed past her eyes, yet she seemed to be watching something else, another story, deep in the 
back of her hollowed holes. I wanted to take her hand, but I didn’t because I knew she would 
only hold it back dutifully. 

We drove deeper into the storm. An hour or so lagged by, and we hadn’t spoken. The radio 
played static-filtered Eagles songs. Every now and then, I would glance over at her and watch 
her owl eyes scan the land and search for the spot. She said she would know, just know, when we 
arrived. She couldn’t bury it anywhere. 

I knew it was eccentric, but I felt that I needed to participate in her Navajo-placenta-burying-
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superstition just as much as she did. She wasn’t Navajo. Our nurse had been part. When the 
doctor carried the still-born from her womb, there was nothing left for her to hold. The nurse told 
us it was in her mother’s culture to bury the life force in a special place. Lilly couldn’t incinerate 
it. I couldn’t either. 

Rain began to dissolve the dusty coating on the window. The rain peppered our view until 
finally it began to pour, washing away the last bits of dirt on the car. I knew we needed to reach 
the upcoming motel quickly. Lightening struck the way piano keys strike their corresponding 
strings. The thunder continued the music of Lilly’s scanning film. 

There was no more billowing white in the rearview mirror. 
“We are almost to a motel.”
“I know.”
“It’s getting late, anyway. We can keep driving tomorrow.”
“Okay. Andrew?”
“Yeah.”
“Thank you.”
I pulled over to the motel. I rushed to grab a few bags and deliver them underneath the porch 

cover. Lilly’s eyes widened and seemed to be drinking in the decadence of the flooding desert. 
There was just enough light from the motel to see the water droplets reflecting. The moon hid 
behind the now bruised clouds. 

I checked in to the hotel while Lilly waited at the entryway with the luggage. After I got 
a key, I carried the bags to our room. There was a quilted blanket saturated in cigarette smoke 
draped across the bed. It looked like someone had tried to make the room more reminiscent of a 
home, or a grandmother’s home, with antique embellishments clashing. The furniture didn’t fit 
together just right, at least, not at first glance. 

Janell had said this strange trip would be good for us. This would be good for me. I hadn’t 
carried the baby like Lilly had. I hadn’t known her yet. I felt like shit for feeling so confused 
about the stranger I never met. I never told Lilly this. 

I stared at Lilly, who was sitting on the bed. She was worn, but I didn’t go to her this time.
“I’m going to get ready for bed. I have an idea of where we will head tomorrow,” I said.
“Okay. I am going to get ready, too.”
I unzipped my jeans and tugged them off. Lilly scoped out the bathroom, and began to pee 

with the door open. I looked at my wife, sitting on the toilet, and she began to cry. 
“Have I lost my luster?” she asked. 
“Your luster?” I said. Her tears streamed, and I couldn’t decide what to make of her helpless 

pose. She cradled herself around her knees, and I assumed she stopped urinating. 
“I have nothing left to give you,” she said. “I’ve wasted away. I’m withering, damn it, 

withering.”
“No.”
“Yes, damn it. I’m empty and exposed and empty. I have no luster. I have no mystery. I have 

no insides.” 
“Lilly.”
“Maybe we peaked too soon. We had our days, and it’s over.”
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“We haven’t peaked,” I said. I came to her and kneeled down on the linoleum floor. I 
untangled her arms. 

“I’m so sorry. So so sorry,” she said.
“Don’t be sorry. Don’t be sorry.”
“I’m so sorry.”
“Lilly, the only thing worse than losing her is losing you.” She looked up at me.
“You haven’t lost me.”
“It’s worse. I have you, but I don’t. I don’t have you.”
“You have me,” she said. I loosened my grasp, and I let her sit for awhile. 
I waited in the bed, and eventually I felt her crawl under the cigarette quilt and curl into me. I 

didn’t care if it was only because she knew I wanted that. I could feel her heartbeat against mine, 
and it reminded me of the stranger’s heartbeat. 

The moon peeked through the clouds, and the thunder rocked us to sleep. 
Lilly woke me at dawn and whispered, “I feel it,” in my ear. I got ready and began the drive. 

There were no other cars on the road. Lilly and I sat parallel in the car, but were looking at the 
same horizon. She scanned the desert, looking for a new way—a river in the wasteland. Her eyes 
were so full that I wanted to drink from them. I wanted to taste the water.  

She knew. 
“Don’t you see it?” she asked.
“I don’t know.”
“It’s here. I feel it.”
“Okay.”
“Don’t you feel it?” 
“I want to.”
“Pull over.”
We got out of the car, which had been cleaned of bugs and dust from the showers. The desert 

morning was crisp with the scent of wet dirt settling. 
“I feel it. I feel it,” she said. 
Lilly extracted the life force from the Ziploc container. She dug a hole in the soft mud with 

her hands.
“Let me help.” I kneeled and we dug and dug and felt the dirt. 
“Do you feel it?”
“I feel it,” I said, “I feel it.”
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Niagara Falls
//  Mia Aguilera  //

Emily and Elijah were nineteen-year-old twins. They were each other’s shadow. Eighty 
percent of their time was spent in proximity with one another. It was enough to be in the same 
room, sitting in silence, one occupied with a crossword and the other drawing. 

And yet she had never told him she loved him, and neither did he say he loved her. They 
never hugged, and could not wish each other a happy birthday without saying asshole or bitch 
afterwards. They expressed affection in other ways. Emily brought him food when she knew he 
hadn’t eaten anything all day, and watched him gobble it down like a hungry dog. 

“This is the best thing I’ve ever had,” he said. 
It was only Wendy’s.
Sometimes Elijah would walk into Emily’s room, offer her some Lemonheads, then leave, 

and she would smile with the happiness of having a brother she loved so dearly. Each day they 
would perform these small tokens of affection, until at the end of the year each of them could 
remember at least a hundred instances of kindness. 

Their brains seemed operate on the same wavelength. Their tastes in food and music were 
nearly identical. Often the same song would be stuck in their heads at the same time, and a single 
image would represent the same thing. Lounging in the living room, Elijah pointed out a man 
modeling a crewneck sweater in a JC Penney ad. “Who does this guy remind you of?” 

She gazed at it momentarily. “Dennis Quaid.” 
“Who’s that?” 
“The guy from The Parent Trap.” 
He grinned. “Right.” 
 
The twins, however, looked nothing alike. Elijah was 6’ 0” and Emily 5’ 1”. Elijah had a deep 

voice and people often told him he should become a radio announcer whereas Emily sounded 
like a twelve-year-old. The girl’s face was round, and the boy’s narrow with a pronounced jaw. 
People commonly said they looked exactly the same, but they were confusing their looks with 
their personalities. 

The twins lived in Albany with their parents. Neither the mother nor father knew their 
children remotely as well as the siblings knew each other. The parents were less quick to pick up 
on mood changes and even differences in appearance, so it was not surprising that Emily was the 
first to notice stiffness in Elijah’s legs. When he got up from a sitting position and took a step it 
looked like the unsteady movement of an elderly man. After a while the stiffness would go away, 
and he could run like the young person he was, but Emily knew he was condemned. 

Huntington’s disease had been in the family for at least three generations. So far five family 
members had been taken. Bad genes lurked all their blood streams, waiting to be triggered, but 
none knew for sure if they would perish unless they got tested, and no one had. Secretly the 
cousins would look at each other and wonder who would die next.  

FICTION



32 33

And so it was unsurprising to learn Elijah was affected, but it was surprising that the onset 
of his symptoms came so early in life. The youngest a family member had been diagnosed was 
thirty-four. Elijah’s blood work hinted at juvenile Huntington’s disease, a more severe form 
caused by repetition in the passing generations. 

Emily pictured Elijah sitting in front of the doctor, listening to all the horrible things to 
come. You will gradually lose all motor control. You will not be able to dress yourself. You will 
have trouble swallowing. Your brain cells will degenerate and eventually cause dementia. Your 
personality will change. You will shout at the people who love you. 

To Emily, death was always something to fear. It was a vulgar thing that tore apart a strong 
body. Death and disease went hand in hand. They were comrades, silhouetted figures who slipped 
into someone’s tissues and ran amok. She abhorred them for claiming her brother. Turning him 
into something he wasn’t supposed to be. And she feared death because she feared pain. Was it 
true that people really died in their sleep? It seemed a magical thing.

Emily walked into Elijah’s room, found him lying on his bed staring at the ceiling. She sat 
cross-legged on the navy blue rug, and waited for him to speak. 

“I think… I’m going to end it early. While I have enough control to do it.” 
He turned his head and searched her face. Their faces always spoke volumes. He would 

know what she thought whether or not she spoke. She was looking him in the eyes. He saw a 
second of fear, then an anxious moment of searching. 

Silence filled the room. Dust motes swirled in the late afternoon light. Emily passed her 
hand through them and they swished chaotically through the air, then gradually slowed down, 
returning to their lazy state. Elijah used to eat them when he was small. Those give you cancer, 
she had told him. 

“I’ll go with you,” she said. 
Elijah sat up, slumped against the headboard. “I really want you to think about this, Em. 

Don’t do it because you think I want you to.” 
Her lower lip pushed out, and she bit it. “But I will be alone if I don’t.” 
“You don’t have to be alone though. You could get married. You could have kids.” 
“You know I don’t want kids. I shouldn’t have any anyway,” she muttered. 
“But what if you’re fine? Get tested, Em. Please. I want you to know everything before you 

make a decision.” 
She brought her knees to her chest. “Ok.” 
“Mom and Dad,” Elijah sighed. “Think about Mom and Dad, too.” 
 
After Elijah’s diagnosis the family grew frantic. Aunts, uncles, cousins, and grandparents all 

wanted to spend time with him. None of them said so, but the siblings knew they were coming 
over before it got worse. 

The twins remained collected because they knew his life would not end in misery. They kept 
their routine of going on Saturday excursions: the Natural History museum, walking through 
the brick stone neighborhoods and buying gelato at a local store, going to the park downtown 
with bread and throwing morsels near unsuspecting strangers who would then be swarmed with 
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pigeons. 
But at night Emily’s nonchalance faded and she shoved her face into her pillow to muffle 

the sound of weeping. She could not imagine Elijah turning into the relatives she had been so 
frightened of as they deteriorated. The sporadic, then continuous, jerky movements of their 
entire bodies were so off-putting, they no longer seemed human, but rather an alien species, and 
Emily would have difficulty remembering who they had been before the disease. Emily wept 
for this reason, and because part of her was dying as well. She felt her brother was more than 
half of her; they were nearly one being. It didn’t matter who was diagnosed. The result was the 
same for both. 

And yet. She had to make a decision. It was midnight and she turned on her bedside lamp. 
The white business envelope lay underneath a small stack of books. She pulled it out and stared 
at it. It was so flimsy. She tore it open, unfolded the paper, and right away saw the answer: 
NEGATIVE. 

So. Her body wouldn’t be affected like her brother’s. Her fear of succumbing to it vanished. 
But a more potent fear replaced it.  If she lived, what would happen to her without Elijah? How 
would she get up out of bed, knowing he wouldn’t be there to help make breakfast? Knowing 
she wouldn’t see him again for the rest of her life? The effort it took to imagine these things 
made her choke. 

When Elijah woke up in the morning he found the envelope under his door, a note written 
on it in her childish handwriting, stating her decision.

 
Elijah was on tetrabenazine, and after five months when his symptoms started to worsen he 

dropped out of college, and Emily kept going to keep up appearances. He was clumsier now. His 
legs bumped into tables and chairs and bruised, and he stubbed his toes. He began to repeatedly 
drop things. After two glasses broke he switched to plastic cups, and Emily cleaned up the spills. 
When his legs stiffened she helped bend them slowly, copying the movement of the physical 
therapist, and gave him warm towels. The twins’ parents were glad Emily insisted on doing 
everything. They knew Elijah would not have been comfortable with the intimacy involved 
in tending him, and instead they offered comfort by cooking his favorite meals and creating 
the least stressful environment they could as they took him to neurology and physiotherapy 
appointments. Still, after years of going to the doctor only for annual physicals, Elijah was not 
used to all the prodding touches of strangers and sharp pinches of needles. On car rides back 
home his mood would turn foul, especially if his sister wasn’t with him, and he would punch 
the seat in front of him, releasing his anger on being born into a family where there were better 
chances of surviving by playing Russian roulette. 

The twins lay on a quilt decorated with scientifically labeled East Coast wildflowers out in 
the backyard on a shady patch of grass. The lawn was mottled with small white flowering weeds, 
and though many found them insignificant, Emily appreciated their loveliness and held a small 
bunch under her nose, taking in the subtle scent. She flicked one at Elijah and they giggled when 
it hit him awkwardly in the eye. 

Elijah turned onto his back and closed his eyes, his long lashes lightly touching the skin. 
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Emily took the opportunity to reach into her tote bag and take out a thin, square shaped present, 
wrapped in verdant green, Elijah’s favorite color. She placed it on his chest. 

“Happy birthday, asshole.” 
Smiling, he opened one eye. Lifting it before his face, he felt the object beneath the wrapping. 

“Did you spend at least twenty dollars on this?” 
“No.” 
“Fack you.” 
Emily guffawed, throwing the rest of the flowers at him. 
Elijah ripped the wrapping off in one stroke, saw the back of a picture frame and flipped 

it over to see an 8x10 photo of Niagara Falls. The corners of his mouth twitched, and Emily 
pretended he wasn’t getting emotional. 

“Will we go here?” he eventually 
asked. 

She nodded. “When the time is 
right.” 

Three months later Elijah had his 
first seizure. On a Sunday morning, 
entering the kitchen, he suddenly fell, 
slamming into the tile, his body jerking 
in wide convulsions and the tendons 
in his neck stretched taut. Hearing the 
glassware in the cabinets rattle from his 
fall, Emily sprinted over and grabbed a 
wooden spoon. Her father held Elijah’s 
legs as she cradled his head between 
her thighs, shoving the handle of the spoon horizontally into his mouth so he wouldn’t bite off 
his tongue. 

When Elijah returned from the hospital after being watched overnight he headed straight 
to his room and began filling trash bags with his clothes, blasting music to mask the sounds of 
his opening and closing dresser drawers. Emily listened to the opening notes, found her list of 
songs and crossed one off. As she began to doze, the words to “Wish You Were Here” floated 
in her head. 

In preparation for their trip, Emily and Elijah watched one of their favorite movies each 
night. Jurassic Park and Silence of the Lambs easily made the cut, but they spent fifteen minutes 
debating on whether To Kill A Mockingbird or Cast Away was the better movie. They picked 
neither and watched Aladdin. 

Early Friday morning, while both their mother and father were asleep, they drove off in 
the Honda Civic they received on their sixteenth birthday, leaving a never-before-seen photo 
of themselves taken two weeks before and a sticky note that said: We love you. Please donate 
our things. 

They spent the four-hour drive dancing in their seats, listening to Beatles albums, and 
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{ }He began to 
repeatedly drop 
things. After two 
glasses broke 
he switched to 
plastic cups, and 
Emily cleaned up 

the spills.

reminiscing about childhood stories. But as they arrived in Niagara Falls, the chill April air 
breezing in through the windows, they both grew quiet.

 
Walking beside the low black rail, they studied the wide expanse of the immense waterfall. 

They’d never heard such a loud rush of water, and they watched the foaming whiteness of it 
crash into the blue. A crowd of tourists dispersed and Emily and Elijah took their place. They 
stood silently, feeling the mist settle over them. 

“You can still leave, you know,” Elijah said. “You don’t have to do this.” 
Emily shook her head. “No, it feels good.”  
He looked at her, sensing a lightness about her. He took her hand. The rush of air was cold, 

yet satisfying, as they fell. 
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Warm maple syrup
//  Danica Kugler  //

Remember, years ago, when you would make me pancakes? You even heated up the syrup. 
That’s how I woke up back then: to sweet maple air; it would waft over me, then into me, until 
I was awake, sugar making me giddy even before breakfast. 

I would dash down the hall, the wood floor sending shivers from my bare feet up my spine. 
You would hear me coming and crouch down, so that when I ran into the kitchen, full speed 
ahead, you could capture me in an embrace as wide as your slim arms could stretch themselves. 
I would sit at the round oak table, my feet kicking out from under the chair, and you would bring 
me a stack of your famous pancakes, melded together by runny butter and thick syrup. You never 
forgot to heat up the syrup.  

You would spoon mashed peas or carrots or sweet potatoes into Bobby’s mouth, but you 
would always be talking to me. You would tell me about the universe that existed inside of me. 
The boundless, infinite place that existed just beneath my skin – my soul, you said. My soul was 
its own universe, full of endless possibilities. I believed you.

One day, after Daddy stopped coming home, I overslept. There was no sweetness in the air 
to lift me from sleep. My dreams were sweeter. When I woke up, the air smelled stale. Bobby 
was crying. I ran into the kitchen, but your back was turned; you were saying something into the 
phone. I went to Bobby and tried to feed him, the way you always did, but I got mashed peas 
everywhere. Then both of us were crying. When you finally turned around, you were crying, too, 
but we both pretended I didn’t notice. You asked me if I wanted a PopTart today. You asked if I 
wanted it warm. I said no, I’d just eat it cold. You looked too tired to heat it.

After that day, your words began to slur with every sip you took from the bottle, and 
consequently, my faith in you became blurry, too.  Sometimes you would still tell me about my 
soul, but now your breath was acrid, so I didn’t know if I could trust the words that mingled with 
it.  I felt sorry for Bobby, because he would never have pancakes with warm syrup, and he would 
never smell the freshness of your breath when you told him about his own universe.  

This morning I made pancakes, and I thought of you. I smothered mine in cold syrup, 
because you were the only one who could give me what my soul craved. 

Lila, though — for her, I heated the syrup. As she ate, I told her about the universe beneath 
her skin, the soul she inherited from her grandmother. I told her how that spirit inside of her had 
the potential to ribbon and fly, free on the winds of her life, winds that were bound to come. I 
told her that the soul she inherited was creative and spectacular and had a life of its own, a voice 
of its own. I told her that her universe was limitless, so long as she fed it with an existence sweet 
as syrup, and stayed far from the bitterness and acridity. When she’s older, I’ll be more specific. 
I will tell her to stay away from the sour drink that hung constantly on your breath after that day 
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that Daddy left. I will tell her that a life of numbing can destroy the universe of potential inside 
of her.

These were the things I wish you remembered to tell Bobby and me.  
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Blue Period
//  Molly Bilker  //

When the horse caught fire, I shoved my hands down in my pockets like I was searching 
for something there that could bring this moment back from where it had gone, turn everything 
inside out. My finger scratched against a nub of chalk, a bottle cap, three coins, a piece of an 
eraser: all fragments of a world I had stepped out of to make my way into this one.

Its lips were pulled back and its eyes bright and fearful, and I felt — as anyone would — that 
it was looking at me, pleading me to keep it alive. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I don’t have anything, I 
said. I meant to say. These were the parts of my brain that lit up, but my lips didn’t move; what 
difference would it make?

I spent the morning with my stepbrother’s daughter. Sidewalk drawings all down the block, 
a mustard-and-violet hopscotch maze that only the bravest and most persistent might survive. 
She tumbled into the grass with her dress falling all around her, giggling, and I lay there next 
to her looking up at the streetlight above us and wondering how much longer I had until he was 
home and I could go, freed from my younger-brother duties of the day.

The horse’s legs kicked in spasms, directionless. The smell of burnt flesh, sharp and acrid, 
rose out of the smoke. Its ears were pressed flat against its head.

In my past life I was a freelance copy writer for businesses’ websites. When I got home 
I drank a beer and shoveled out content for a site where the owner thought it would fit the 
professional aesthetic if he capitalized every word. It was enough to pay the bills. It was enough 
to take care of my stepbrother’s daughter in the mornings and have some time for myself in the 
afternoon. It was enough room for love, or trying to love, or trying to learn to love. All of those 
things. So she got home in the evening, the woman I loved, Melanie, curled up on the couch with 
her knees pulled up so far against her chest I thought she’d split at the spine.

Its tail was one of the last parts to burn, lighting up in a firework-flash of flame and sizzling 
from the heat.

Melanie could be inconsolable, in her blue phases just like Picasso, she said, and when I 
climbed onto the couch with her, she just fell back into my arms in pieces and we sat there like 
that for a while, not talking, not saying anything. 

“My mother died this morning,” she said quietly and finally, an arrowhead shard slicing 
through the silence.

“Why didn’t you call me?” I asked. Stupid, stupid, stupid. A stupid question to ask.
“I couldn’t. I’m just numb.” She stood up from the couch and I wondered exactly how stupid 

I had been, if that was quantifiable, if you could put a value on wrong decisions.
She walked out, and as much as I didn’t want to blame myself, I did. Re-feeling her warm 

hand slide out of mine and me doing nothing to stop her, incapable as ever of doing anything to 
move forward.

I sat back down on the couch and went numb myself, my brain going leaden between my 
ears.
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The horse’s head was leaving a heavy imprint on the dewy grass, steam evaporating from 
the wet foliage as quickly as smoke rose from the fading body. Labored breathing, side heaving, 
no more wild kicking and lashing. This is it, the way we all eventually learn to give in, breathing 
slower and slower until we stop completely with a final shudder. Or, as the horse, without 
anything at all. 

It just stopped.
I was not strong enough to pull its body so I dug a grave alongside it, the oppressive smell 

still rising, the heat in the air thick with flies. I kissed the horse’s eyebrow like an idiot and was 
too tired to push it into the grave, so I stood there looking at it, the body charcoal-gray and raw, 
not recognizable as anything that had ever been alive.

Someone called not long after she left to tell me Melanie had been in a car accident, and I 
couldn’t begin to understand what had happened to make this day turn so gray and fuzzy when 
my morning was the grass under blue skies, surrounded by chalk drawings. But she had her blue 
periods, and the officer didn’t discuss it when he called, but something tasted to me like there 
was no accident there at all. I thanked him and I hung up.

That body, that body of hers, I had to wonder at what exact moment it stopped feeling, 
stopped thinking, stopped breathing. Do these things happen all at once, or do you keep 
breathing for moments after all the thought and feeling has gone? Can you feel without thought 
at all? Did she feel regret? How much did it hurt? In the split second before the crash, what was 
she thinking?

I do not know these things.
I fell asleep in the grass on the other side of the grave, and early in the morning I woke with 

the chill of fresh dew and found just enough strength to finish what I had started, pressing my 
body against the sticky flesh and letting gravity take the horse down into the place where only 
silence can reach, moist and earthy and full of soft, exoskeletal creatures that won’t even leave 
bones behind after they die.
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The scientist and 
the poet

//  Savannah Fields  //

You stare down at your hands, blackened with soot. You know without looking that it must 
be third degree burns, at least. Damage to the entire dermis, including loss of follicles and nerve 
endings. Possible skin graft needed. Three to six weeks of healing. 

No, you shake your head. It would take much longer than three to six weeks. 
— 
Your wedding day was beautiful. You’ve always been a burlap kind of guy, and she always 

adored her lace. Burlap and lace. You had laughed at the time at the idea, but seeing it there, to-
gether, in the backyard of your childhood home underneath all of the light that shone from both 
the hung lanterns and the faces of those around you, nothing else in the world quite seemed as 
perfect a combination as burlap and lace. It fit. 

You fit. 
At first you thought it was mostly in the bodies; the way her petite figure would press per-

fectly against your flat torso. She’d laugh and you’d feel it all the way to your toes. Nothing felt 
as right as her face in your neck, planting soft kisses against the smooth skin as you slow danced 
amongst the multicolored lights that you had constructed yourself. The lanterns were energy 
efficient, using recycled glass bowls and LED’s. Nothing too special; elementary, in your own 
opinion. But she had come along and paper mached it all. You had laughed, and she had tossed 
the paste solution at you with a playful scowl. She had concocted it herself like a junior chemist, 
and when it was all over you applauded her craftiness because it was beautiful. She was beautiful 
and you just fit as you slow danced beneath your mutual creation.

Then, once you two became more than just an experiment, you realized that it wasn’t just 
your bodies that fit. Take the lanterns, for example, that you would later use in your wedding; 
you would have never thought of such beautiful silliness.  It was perfect science when you 
thought about it; she was a writer. No, a poet, actually. Her words flowed from her as naturally 
as songs from a bird. She spoke in riddles, and though you couldn’t bare to finish anything At-
wood or Poe back in school, you found yourself perching to dissect every last code, every last 
insinuation. It all spiraled together, double helixing itself in a way that would only hit you once 
it was over. She was the light peeking through the mountains on your early morning bike rides, 
the ebb and flow and crash and grow of the tide during your honeymoon in San Francisco (her 
choice), the crunch of leaves beneath your matching hiking boots. Her words were all of those 
things, and you found yourself lost in them in ways that you had never been able to with Mendel 
or Einstein or Newton. 

You fit because you had never known the light peeking through the mountains, or the tide, 
or the crunch. All you had known was the concept of light, the gravitational interaction of Earth 
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and Moon, the speed of sound and Newton’s third law. All you had known was the black and 
white functions of yesterday’s geniuses, the constant pleasurable textbook headache, the sound 
of scribbled chalk on the blackboard. 

She was the rhyme to your reason, and when she danced into your life with her watercolor 
personality and penchant for epeolatry, you fell head over heels. 

Because you fit, and love is supposed to fit. 
You two were always like that. 
— 
Your coupling was adored by all the second you announced it to the world. You did a lot of 

announcing in those days; every shared moment with her was shout-from-the-rooftops worthy. 
You would have been more comfortable writing a sort of publication for a scholarly journal, 
reflecting on love and the effects it has on the neurotransmitters between neurons. But you 
had instead wrote her a poem despite not having a creative bone in your body. Or the time she 
dressed up as Einstein after a hard day at the lab just to see you smile. You found yourself telling 
everyone about every little thing, every little growing feeling within the pit of your stomach, 
every butterfly and every blush. Your sister would humor you and smile patiently as she reached 
down to pick up one of her little ones. Your brother would playfully tease about how whipped 
you were and then return his attentions back to the game. Your mother excitedly would ask for 
more and more, and you would willingly give it like you had nothing else in the world to do but 
talk about how much you adored her existence. 

It wasn’t long before many people grew slightly annoyed, much to your chagrin, but never 
did anyone ever discourage your shared love. 

So by the time you two got married, everyone truly just felt relieved that it was happening 
and you would just shut up for a while. 

And you did. Perhaps it was laryngitis.
Perhaps not. 
—
The honeymoon brought upon the first conception. Romantic lovemaking by the ocean truly 

sealed your love for one another once and for all, as if anyone ever doubted it before. As cliché 
as that entire trip was, you never once regretted it or the way that it happened. 

Two months later, lo and behold, she was pregnant and you were going to be a daddy. This 
was still back in your announcing days, and you told everyone as soon as possible. “You see, 
I knew it would be the perfect time seeing as she was at the stand alone point in her menstrual 
cycle in which ovulation occurs,” you’d say to the slightly disgusted faces of those around you. 
Your family, your boss, the neighbor’s dog.  Everyone who had ears but not necessarily the time 
or patience. Not that you minded because you were starting a family.

And as the months wore on, and her little petite belly swelled, so did your heart. And despite 
her bulge, you still fit just as perfectly as you had back when you danced among the multicolored 
lights that you had built yourself. 

And in the 40th week, when the doctor told you both that the baby was stillborn, you still 
fit. You still fit perfectly as she lay sobbing on your chest, drenching your shirt and your soul 
with her tears. 
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—
Life was slightly strained afterwards. She wrote a lot in that time. It was a coping mech-

anism, you theorized, a sort of psychological protection activity, so you let her be even when 
she uncharacteristically refused to let you read her work. You remained her rock because that’s 
what you both needed, but it’s hard to be someone’s rock when they refuse to leave their room 
and their journal. 

So you’d spend your nights sadly but patiently glancing up from your copy of Scientific 
American at your closed bedroom door, wondering when she’d let you back in. 

—
It took awhile, but she eventually came back around. She started a painting therapy regime 

along with her writing, and you nearly broke your face in half with a smile when she woke you 
up at five in the morning just to watch the sunrise with you. 

When you celebrated your promotion at the lab, she seemed nearly herself in her brightly 
colored dress that she had tie-dyed herself and her silent smile. You remember how you had 
thought to yourself how you had missed her waterfall poetry. You missed the way her eyes 
would twinkle as she grabbed for rhymes from among the candlelit restaurant air. The night 
tasted like celebration and reprise. 

And that night, when you celebrated both your work promotion and her emotional one back 
in your bedroom with its open door, you fit just as well as always. As if nothing had happened, 
no time or pain had happened to either of you. 

—
It took her a little longer to let you know the next time. 
“Just in case,” She had told you afterwards. She had always been the superstitious type, es-

pecially during that time, when she refused to wear anything but her lucky scarf and her crystal 
necklace.  

So she hadn’t told you about the new baby until nearly four months later, when she was 
already showing. She surprised you with a poem, you remember with a small smile. 

I hope you feel gay
Because there is a 
baby 
on the way!

It wasn’t exactly her best work, but it still filled you up with the happiness that you had 
nearly forgotten could exist with her. 

—
This time, when you held her in your arms, she didn’t cry. No tear soaked shirts or clenching 

red knuckles. She just laid there, silent and alone in her own baby-less world. The doctor had 
told you that it wasn’t either of your faults, and you tried to believe him, you tried to believe the 
science, but you could tell that the guilt of the entire world rested behind her eyes. They were 
calm. It should have been reassuring, but they were unseeing. Blind to her surroundings. Blind 
to you. 
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But, as you silently cried into her hair, you thanked whoever was out there that, despite it all, 
you still fit together like rhyme and reason.

—
A month later, her eyes were still unseeing and you began to research medication regimes. 

Science was always your toughest ally, and it couldn’t fail you now. She didn’t want medication, 
though. She just wanted to be let. That’s what she had said. 

“Let me be let.” 
The apex of it all came, though, the day that you softly took her hand and placed a pen in it. 

She looked at you for a moment, and then dropped it to the floor. 
If you hadn’t been preoccupied with what occurred next, you would have screamed out of 

sudden desperation and iron-spiking fear. 
She had dropped the pen like it no longer 
fit in her hand.

But suddenly, she grabbed your face 
and was kissing you. Fiery and passionate, 
hands everywhere on your body, tearing at 
your clothes in a way that was reminiscent 
of your younger years. Your eyes closed 
involuntarily and a breathy grunt released 
from your lips.

For a moment, nostalgia overcame 
you in a suffocating way and you weren’t 
sure if this was your first or last time mak-
ing love. Were you twenty-two or thir-
ty-two? Were you the lascivious young or 
the weathered and sad cliché? 

For a moment, you let yourself believe that everything was as it was in the beginning, when 
you hypothesized that she’d never accept your offer for a drink but instead found yourself face 
to face with her headboard covered in quotes written in Sharpie. For a moment, you were face to 
face with her bolded “I am. I am. I am.”

For a moment, her touch was the poetry that you remember and her kisses the rhyme of all 
the Atwoods and Poes that you had overlooked in high school. 

For a moment, you let yourself love her and only her and nothing but her. 
For a moment, you convinced yourself that you fit again like the dates of old. 
But when you opened your eyes, it wasn’t her. Her touch, her kisses, her desperation was 

passionate, but her her was not. She was no longer her as she stared at you from behind her 
unseeing eyes. 

“No—” You had said before she looked at you, and only for a moment, her eyes could see 
you and your pain and her and her pain. For a moment, she was she, with all of the heartbreak 
and sorrow and guilt. 

“Please.” Passionate desperation coming from every muscle, every tissue, cell, atom. 
So you let her go on. If only to see her again, if only for a moment. If only to fit again, if 
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only for a moment. 
—
The next time she told you right away. 
“I’m pregnant!” 
Her blind eyes stared down at the test with a sort of dead excitement. Forced and desperate 

and crazed. But blind. Always blind. 
You brought her in your arms, and squeezed her to you in hopes of make her fit again. 
—
You really tried not to get your hopes up this time. It would be too unhealthy for both you 

and your wife; if anything happened, one of you had to remain sane. 
But it’s hard not to get your hopes up when the baby survives all the way up until the day 

of delivery. 
The doctor did not have enough apologies in the world for your loss, but he reassured you 

for the third time that it was no one’s fault that the baby had passed away. It was a baby girl, and 
she just didn’t fit in the womb properly. She just didn’t fit in the world. Her name was Danielle. 

Three people died that day. 
—
Directly following that, things began to change. Your wife did not seem to be able to speak 

any longer, and apparently suffered from some sort of Solipsism Syndrome. You began to make 
her take an increasing amount of fluoxetine. And when that failed, wellbutrin. You sought after 
every possible manner of saving her, and you spoke like a broken man when you asked,

“Please...what would help you?”
She laid on the couch, sprawled and heavy like a deadweight. 
“Bring her back.” 
So that’s what you did. 
It took you three years. But you did it. 
You did it for her. 
And for her. 
But you did it for you, most of all. Which was a horrible idea, looking back on it now. Self-

ishness only drives the sorrow in our lives to take over, you now realize. 
—
It was three years of not a single word of conversation between the two of you. Three years 

of your failure after failure and her drink after drink. It came to be that you no longer had to 
force feed her medication to her; she would simply take a handful and swig it back with some 
straight vodka. 

She hadn’t written for three years, and you hadn’t seemed to leave the lab in just as long. In 
a way, you fit even more so than the period before; gemini twins with sunken lids, pale cheeks 
and far too many wrinkles for thirty five. You matched, you fit, you were one in the same and 
completely separate from one another. 

Full of emptiness. Happy to be sad. Living to die. 
You were the Paradox Life. 
It just fit. 
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—
Three years of no longer talking to the woman that you loved more than anyone or anything 

else in the world. Three years of experiment after experiment. Many dead animals, and one 
single living kitten. 

Your least favorite part was always the killing. And three days after you drowned the little 
thing in your bathtub, a crazed scientist desperate to bring his child back to life and subsequently 
his wife, he awoke again after you bottle fed him your creation. 

She mewed happily. Are you happy to be alive again, you had asked the little thing in your 
mile a minute mind. It must be nice, you thought positively. 

Happiness overcame you for the first time in three years. You could bring her back.
Happiness overcame you. 
And then sleep.
—
When you awoke, you felt like a young man again. You jumped from your desk to rush to 

your bedroom. You’ll have your family again. 
To your excitement induced confusion, you found the door to be locked. Pulling your 

old-fashioned key from your pocket, you found that it didn’t fit. 
When did she change the locks? 
Suddenly, a sense of overwhelming dread overcame you and you found yourself pounding 

on the door. Busting it open. 
And there she hung. 
From the ceiling’s rafters, a little smile on her face. 
You jumped on the bed to quickly cut her down, and softly lay her on the dusty sheets. 

Pulling the bottle from your pocket, half used by the kitten, you poured all of its contents into 
her mouth quickly and desperately. 

Your vision was blurred, but as you laid there next to her for the next three days, holding 
her and waiting, you suddenly remembered how well you two fit together. You could make this 
happen, you could fix this. 

—
She awoke. You cried with joy. You could be a family again, everything could fit into place. 

Everything could happen just as it was supposed to. You told her all of this as she stared at you. 
It didn’t take her but three days to find her old pills. 
—
The second time, you developed more than enough formula again. Little Danielle, your 

miracle kitten, mewed and pawed at your feet as you worked tirelessly. You smiled down at her, 
wondering if you were truly seeing her or if you, too, were becoming blind to the world. 

Three days later, she awoke again. This time you prepared yourself with old pictures of your 
wedding, old poems she had written, old telephone bills from your early days. 

She watched you. Smiled. Kissed you even. Asked for all of the pictures.
Maybe, you thought, maybe. You were going to make it fit again. 
—
From your study, where you were busy making a new formula for emergencies and for baby 
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Danielle, you smelled the distinct odor of smoke.
—
You ran to the room.
—
There she was, standing near the flames. Beneath her lay the many puzzle pieces that told 

the story of your lives together, fit together like a jagged and melancholy jigsaw. 
She had set fire to it all. 
—
Looking at you with her dead eyes, she lit the match and for the first time you saw that she, 

too, was covered in gasoline. Crazed. 
—
She was dead by the time that you battled the fire out using your own hands. You held her in 

your morphed and bleeding hands that matched her blackened and charred body. 
For the first time in many years, you finally felt something. Something real and something 

true and something that was not layered with a glaze of numb. 
You felt the love. You felt the interdigitate nature of two young lovers victims to circum-

stance. 
As you held her in your arms for the last time, you reflected on how, as always, you two just 

fit. Nothing could take away from that. Not pain, or death, or blindness. 
—
You finished what she started, and buried her ashes beneath the old multicolored lights that 

you had once slow danced under. Along with the rest of the pictures. 
And the formula. You placed that under the ground, as well. 
It all fit together in the nice little hole there. 
The thought shot through you like a bullet, and suddenly you knew what you had to do. 
—
You stare down at your hands, blackened with soot. You know without looking that it must 

be third degree burns, at least. Three years of human physiology study and you’re left with this 
knowledge that is no longer useful to you. 

Yet, you still think to yourself: Damage to the entire dermis, including loss of follicles and 
nerve endings. Possible skin graft needed. Three to six weeks of healing.

No, you shake your head. It would take much longer than three to six weeks. 
Hypothetical. But you won’t take that long.
You stare down at your hands, blackened with soot, holding your redemption.
When you place the blade against your wrist, it just fits. 
This is the only solution needed. After all, two people can no longer fit when separated by 

the million miles left by life and death. 
You’ll make it fit, again, you promise. Science never fails. 
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Can You Dig it?
//  Max Harmon  //

FICTION

I was eighteen years old when my dad decided to take me pheasant hunting in South Dakota. 
My Uncle Warren runs a decent size farm up there, and he invited us over for pheasant season. 
My dad comes from a family of farmers. When he was in his early twenties in the seventies, 
he harvested wheat on a combine run that started at the northern tip of Texas and went all the 
way to Canada. He told me how much the local guys hated combine drivers. All the girls got 
sick of the same guys in their small towns, so if you were the least bit good looking, the odds 
were in your favor of getting laid by the local talent. This pissed off the guys to no end. They 
would have to walk around town and see the smiles on the faces of all the drivers. The smile that 
definitively says that you got some ass last night; the smile that was absent from all of their faces 
for however long the harvesters were in town. I always thought it was funny, but I’m sure more 
than one girl got beat to shit for sleeping around with the combine drivers. My dad is a contractor 
by trade, and his stint at harvesting wheat was the deepest he got into the family business. My 
dad’s brother Warren, on the other hand, grew up working on a farm and continued to do so for 
the rest of his life.

My Uncle Warren was one of the few relatives I really liked. He was also one of the only 
adults who treated me my age.  By all standards I thought he was a pretty cool dude. He was five 
years older than my dad but it could’ve been fifteen. Warren went to Vietnam; my dad turned 
eighteen in 1973 and just missed the draft. He told me he never really saw much combat, but I 
think he was lying. I don’t know why else he would look so old. I guess it could have been the 
drugs.  LSD was a lot more powerful back then, or at least that’s what I’ve been told.  

A couple years back he told me about the first time he took acid. My parents probably would 
have gotten mad if they knew he told me this, but I never said anything. A lot of guys were doing 
it in ‘Nam,’ and he would see them from time to time. They all looked so happy he told me, or 
at least blissfully unaware of what was going on. He said they were camped out one night after a 
long spell of rain, and the skies had just started to clear up. One of the guys in his squad offered 
him a couple of “blotters.” That’s what he called them. He took them and waited, but nothing 
happened. About an hour passed and he figured that they had gone bad, so he decided to smoke 
a joint. There was a lot of weed in Vietnam and it was easy to find. A few hits into the joint he 
started to see shadows moving in the moonlight. They started to grow and take the shape of 
armless human silhouettes. At first he said he was scared because he wasn’t sure if it was real, 
but then a subtle feeling of safety eased into his joint, and he relaxed. For whatever reason, he 
knew those shadow people were peaceful. He watched from a distance as they glided across the 
fields, immersed in their own activity. They would occasionally stop in front of each other, and 
he figured they must be talking, but he couldn’t hear what they were saying. It didn’t matter. He 
felt their energy, and it was pure. After that he started to realize that the acid had hit. He ran back 
to the camp and found the guy who had given it to him sitting in a clearing staring up at the sky. 
Without saying anything, my uncle sat next to him and looked up.  
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The sky was completely clear and full of stars, but after a few seconds it started to move. 
My uncle started seeing thin semi-transparent wisps gliding through the air like they were being 
sucked into a celestial vacuum. It looked like a colorless aurora borealis. Then everything started 
to mesh together and take form. The wisps branched out into tentacles and a head started to take 
shape. He said it looked like a giant squid. Each of the squid’s tentacles was imbedded with stars, 
and when it moved it dragged the other stars and sky behind it like it was pulling some sort of 
cosmic blanket off of a freshly made bed. He watched as it swam through space, propelling itself 
with starry tentacles until it was too far away to see. My uncle said this was the most beautiful 
thing he’s seen in his life and the only thing he saw in Vietnam that made him cry.

 
At the airport on the way to South Dakota I noticed a girl my age looking at me from the 

terminal directly across from mine. She smiled and I returned it before she broke eye contact and 
looked down at her feet. I continued to stare at her for a few seconds to see if she would look up 
again. She did, but this time broke the gaze even faster than before. Her eyes were light hazel, 
earthy, the color of sand. The irises were so big I could see them clearly from thirty feet away. I 
would have gone over to her and said hi, but I knew nothing would ever come of it. Besides, the 
moment was perfect in itself, so why ruin it? We would probably never see each other again, yet 
years later I would remember the encounter.  

I sat there and thought about eyes. Since a young age I have found the eyes to be the most 
attractive physical aspect of a girl. They can reveal so much and so little at the same time. Mind 
reading is only possible through the eyes, and that’s why we are so protective of them. It can be 
scary to think that someone might know your exact intentions just by looking into your eyes, so 
we don’t give them the chance. It’s natural to keep parts of yourself hidden until you truly know 
someone; eye contact is so intimate that we don’t want to share it with everyone. Seldom do we 
look into someone else’s eyes and see the same message reflected in our own, and when it does 
happen many are too scared to project these feelings into the outside world. Those moments 
are special, however brief they are, and that is why I remembered the nameless girl with the 
beautiful hazel eyes.

Uncle Warren picked us up from the airport. It was an hour drive back to the farm. I put my 
bags in the bed of his Ford pick-up and we took off.

“So Maxy, what’s new?” Warren asked. He and my dad were the only ones that called me 
that. I didn’t mind.  

“Not much, just getting this last year of high school over with. It’s kind of a bitch.”
“Ha! Wait till you get a job, my friend,” he said.
“That’s better than school.”
“Trust me man, most of the time it isn’t.” I looked aimlessly out the window. The sun was 

setting, projecting an orange haze over the endless fields of wheat. I started to fall asleep, as I 
do on most car rides. My uncle knew I wasn’t much of a conversationalist, so he kept it to a 
minimum. 

“So, you got a girl yet?” he asked.
“Not at the moment,” I replied. 
“You’re lucky you’re a good lookin dude. You should take advantage of that,” he said. I 

laughed.
“You excited to get some birds tomorrow?” he asked, taking his eyes of the road for a 

moment to look back at me.
“Oh yes,” I replied truthfully. I had never hunted anything besides dove, so I wanted to try 

something that was more of a challenge.  
“Max has never shot magnum shells,” my dad grinned at my uncle.
“Hey that’s cool, even more to look forward to,” my uncle said. Then he looked back at me 

again, this time grinning like my dad, “Can you dig it?”
“I can dig it,” I said back to him, trying to sound as laid back as possible. My uncle was 

the only person I knew who used that expression. “Can you dig it?” I started saying it around 
my friends back home, but they didn’t think it was as cool as I did. I didn’t care though; if my 
uncle was saying it that’s all the reassurance I needed to know that it wasn’t lame. In college I 
met a girl who said it and, for a while, I thought it was fate, but eventually we drifted apart until 
she became just another recognizable face absent of the affection we once had for each other. 
It’s sad to think how feelings can disappear to the point where you wonder how they were ever 
present in the first place. We got to the house and I fell asleep shortly there after. We had to get 
up early the next day.

 
My dad was right about the magnum shells. I didn’t mind them at first. My gun kicked a 

little harder than normal, but that little extra kick added up over an entire day of hunting and left 
my shoulder several shades of blue for the next week. I could deal with it though.  

Pheasants are tricky birds. I’m reluctant to say that they’re smart. At the end of the day 
they’re still birds, but hunt anything long enough and it’ll memorize your movements. Get inside 
your head a bit. A better word to describe them is conditioned. Halfway through the season those 
pheasants are pretty well conditioned. They start to figure out when to run, when to double back 
and when to hide. The hunting grounds are filled with tall grass that just skims the bottom of the 
average person’s waist, so they’re tough to spot. The goal is to get them in the air, scare them 
up, but after seeing a few of their own drop dead beside them after making an attempt for an 
airborne escape, the birds get wise and stay grounded. The key is having a good dog. My uncle 
had a five-year-old beagle named Otis that he had trained since he was a pup. 

Otis walked ahead of us searching for the birds. We had to make sure we were down wind so 
he could pick up the scent. The plan was to get the birds caught between him and us so the only 
direction they could go was up. We were walking in a horizontal line, each of us about thirty feet 
away from the next. We’d been walking silently for the last two hours and I was starting to get 
bored. The pheasants could be hidden in the grass a couple feet away and we wouldn’t have even 
known. We were just getting to the top of another hill when Otis started to bark. He was closest 
to me, so I started to run towards the noise. I was just getting towards the top of the hill when I 
saw the first bird fly towards me. It sailed past just three feet above my head. I spun around and 
took aim. Three other birds flew into my field of vision, but I had my target.  

I squeezed the trigger. A shotgun spits out a blanket of buck shot, and all it takes is a single 
well-placed pellet from anywhere in that blanket to take down a bird. Just one. My shoulder 
jerked back trying to escape the blow. The bird didn’t drop. I followed it with the barrel of my 
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gun. I was losing it; it had to be this shot. I squeezed again. This time I could feel my blood 
rushing to the point of impact deep in my shoulder. The bird didn’t drop. I was still aiming when 
I heard two shots from my right. I watched as my bird and the one next to it fell gracefully out of 
the sky. I lowered my gun and started to walk towards my uncle and my dad.  

“Next time, Maxy,” my uncle said smiling at me. For all I knew there wasn’t going to be 
a next time. It took two fucking hours to find four birds in total. I was pissed. Looking back 
and remembering how mad I was makes me laugh now. At eighteen, I had so little control of 
my emotions. I remember times when I would be driving with my dad in the passenger seat. 
Someone driving in front of me would do something stupid, and I would start yelling about 
what an idiot they were. My dad would turn and ask, “Why do you hand over the keys like that 
Max? Why would you let someone have that much control over you?” In my younger years, this 
would normally make me even angrier. 
My dad would say it like he was the 
reincarnation of the Gautama Buddha. 
I guess when it came to missing the 
pheasant, I wasn’t handing over the 
keys, but I was definitely throwing 
them away. It took me a long time 
before I was able to realize that the 
only way I was going to be happy 
was if I was the one creating and 
controlling my own emotions. 

I only ended up hitting one bird 
that day. It wasn’t even the one I was 
aiming for, just some unlucky son of 
a bitch who flew through the wrong 
patch of air at the wrong time. It didn’t 
matter to me though; as long as I didn’t go back empty handed I wouldn’t feel like such a pussy. 
I was a lot harder on myself back then.

 
That night my uncle and I drove into town to pick up some groceries. I always enjoyed 

spending time alone with my uncle; he had a lot of cool things to say. He had done so much by 
the time he was my age. A lot of the time it made me feel boring in comparison. I don’t know 
why, but I always felt like my life was never going to be as interesting as my uncle’s.

“You know what some tribes do in the Amazon to determine which boys become men?” he 
said, staring straight ahead at the road.

“What?” I asked. I was somewhat confused by his choice of topic but extremely curious.
“They’ve got these ants down there, right? They’re called bullet ants. And those fuckers 

have stingers and they’re about two inches long. They’re called bullet ants because when one of 
them stings you, it feels like you just got shot. I’ve never been shot, but if it hurts half as bad as 
getting stung by one of those bastards, I hope I never do.”

“When did you go to the Amazon?”
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“Me and a couple buddies went on a rafting trip in the eighties. Hell of a time. But anyways, 
these tribes down there, they’re living around these ants all the time. It’s not that big of a deal 
for them to get stung by one. But they have this ritual for all the boys that come of age. I think 
it’s around the time they turn thirteen or fourteen. They catch hundreds of the ants and put them 
to sleep using this thick liquid that they make. Then they take the ants and they weave them 
into these gloves made from leaves. The ants are stuck inside the gloves right?” he paused and 
started laugh.

“What so funny?”
“It’s just crazy that’s all.”
“What happens next?”
“Well, they wait a little while for the ants to wake up. Then when they do, they shake the 

glove around a bit to get those ants nice and mean. Then the boys have to come up and put one of 
those gloves on each hand. Can you believe that? They have to stand still for about five minutes 
with hundreds of those suckers going to town on each nerve ending on the skin of their hands. 
And these kids just have to take it. If they pass out, they fail and have to do it again. They’re not 
even allowed to show any signs of pain on their face. But when those gloves come off and those 
kids are delusional from all the venom pumping through their veins, they’re no longer looked 
at as kids. They go back into their village, these fourteen-year-old boys, and are accepted by 
everyone as men. How wild is that?”

“Pretty fucking wild,” I said. “I really hope I can see some stuff like that someday.”
“That’s a good attitude Maxy. A lot of kids in the United States these days really don’t give 

a fuck about what else is out there. But, look, I know you’re going off to college soon so this 
story actually has a point.”

“Oh yeah?”
“Yeah. You see down there in the Amazon, it’s black and white. These kids do this ritual and 

then that’s it. In their culture they are now defined as men. But it’s different up here, it’s not as 
straight forward. I know you’re a good kid Max, but you’re gonna be on your own soon enough. 
You’re gonna learn a lot about yourself in the next few years, and I just want to put you on the 
right track.” I wasn’t used to talking to my uncle about anything serious so I was surprised at the 
direction this was going.

“A lot of kids your age Max, hell, a lot of adults think they’ve got it all figured out. You 
know I know guys my age that aren’t any more of a man than those amazon kids before that 
ritual? I’m not really sure how else to put this, but there’s a lot of things about being a man that 
can’t be taught. Some people are cut out for it and others just aren’t,” he paused again, trying to 
articulate this complicated idea.

“Being a man is about being able to question your own morals, Max. You gotta be able to 
look at yourself from the external and ask yourself why you are the way you are and who you 
want to be. Don’t just go through the motions, make your own. And it’s okay to doubt yourself, 
it’s how you learn what you really want. If at the end of the day, you can look at yourself, I mean 
really look inside yourself and be okay with what’s in there that’s when you know you’re a man. 
It’s easy to wear a mask, Maxy, and unfortunately most people take the easiest path possible. Is 
any of this making sense?”
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“Yeah, I can dig it,” I said smiling, although at the time I really couldn’t. I understood what 
he said, but right then and there I honestly felt that I had it figured out just like those guys he was 
talking about. I wasn’t able to put these words to use until much later.

“Just keep that in mind when you go off to school alright?  Anyways wh–” The last thing 
I remember from that night was a terrible booming thud and the sound of shattering glass 
followed by black.

 
I woke up in the hospital the next day. The right side of my body felt like it had been hit 

by a truck. That’s just what happened. Me and my uncle had been t-boned by a drunk driver. 
The driver and my uncle were dead. My right arm was broken in three places and I had stiches 
crisscrossing the right side of my face. The rest of me was just deeply bruised. At the time I was 
loaded with painkillers, so I don’t remember the days immediately after the accident very well. I 
could see my dad reading in the chair next to my bed. I knew my uncle must have been dead or 
in a coma right then because my dad only reads when he needs to take his mind off something 
serious. I was too doped up to cry. That came later.

I had a dream about my uncle last night. I have them on occasion. It’s been ten years since 
the accident. It was good to see him. There are only a few dreams I think I will remember for 
the rest of my life and time and time again I find myself wanting to describe them. To tell people 
about the things that go on in my mind that only I will ever see, but each time I stop myself. 
These dreams won’t mean anything to them, and I could never explain how much they mean to 
me. I couldn’t come up with the right words to convey their visual and emotional impact if I had 
the rest of my life to dedicate to the task. It’s almost as though talking about the dreams out loud 
would damage them in my own mind and steal their beauty. They would only be fragmented 
versions of their former selves that I would be unable to reconstruct because the pieces have 
been stolen. It’s special to have something so completely private that only you understand, 
something so meaningful to you and you alone, something that can never be stolen if you don’t 
let it. I never told anyone about the conversation in the car. That was between my uncle and me 
alone.
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Rose Petals
//  Jordyn Ochser  //

Each petal fell with the weight of a heavy heart. Red curves falling in swayed lines to the flat 
earth. They seemed so insignificant, and yet they carried a meaning so precious the hand that 
cast them was loathe to let them fly. 

“She loves me...”
The day we met. Five years ago from tomorrow. It was my twenty-first birthday. She served 

me my first drink, some kind of liquor. My friends got her number for me when I was too drunk 
to function. I called her the next day with a magnificent hangover. She told me to cook some 
eggs, that they helped soak up the alcohol. We ended up talking for forty-three minutes and 
thirty-one seconds. She asked me if I wanted to meet up for lunch that same day. It was the best 
lunch I had ever had. 

The eggs worked, too. They have ever since.
“She loves me not...”
The day she lost her job. She didn’t get fired, she quit. She was getting harassed by a few 

male customers at the bar. They were regulars, too. Mean, ugly looking guys. She decided she 
wouldn’t stand for it anymore. I got a call from her three weeks after we had lunch. I asked if 
she wanted me to come over so she could have some company. She said no, but thank you, Nick 
was already there. I wished her the best, I told her if she needed anything I would be right here, 
we said goodbye, we hung up. I stared at the phone for ten minutes.

Who was Nick?

“She loves me...”
The day at the chocolate festival. It was an annual thing in our city. All the candy makers 

got together in the park and put on a big candy party. There was music, dancing, and most 
importantly, food. Mainly candy, but an experienced festival-goer could scrounge up just about 
anything. I asked her to go, she said yes. It was one of the happiest days of my life. We walked, 
we talked, we ate chocolate, we danced, we laughed. I blushed and bought her a bouquet of 
roses, she smiled and bought me a box of chocolate-covered marshmallows. At the end of the 
day, when I drove her home, she kissed my right cheek.

Chocolate never tasted so sweet.
“She loves me not...”
The day she cried. Her father died that day. He was a good man; I had met him several times 

before. He practically raised her on his own after her mother left when she was ten. He liked me, 
too. More than the other guys she had been with, he said. When he went into the hospital, she 
took up residence at his bedside. She only left to eat. She even slept in that stiff hospital chair. I 
came to visit every day for the first week. He was happy that I did. He said she needed as much 
support as she could get. I had taken a week off of work to stay with her for that first week, but 
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had to go back the next. I still visited every night. She started to go home at night, too. Her father 
guilt tripped her into it. He was good at that. She was there when he went. I wasn’t. He died at 
12:43 p.m. on a Tuesday. She was at his side, holding his hand. She saw the light fade from her 
father’s eyes. I was sitting at a desk, writing a report. I saw the light fade from my computer 
monitor. I went to her house right after work, but she wasn’t there. At 3:26 p.m. on a Tuesday, 
I walked into her father’s old hospital room. The bed was empty, and she was sitting in that 
stiff hospital chair. Her eyes were empty. I drove her home. She asked me to stay with her for a 
while. I did. I held her as she cried. After twenty-seven minutes, she stood up and demanded that 
I leave. I asked her why. She said because I hadn’t been there, that I was never there. I said I had 
work, that I couldn’t take more than a week off, that I had spent all my vacation time and sick 
days on that week to make sure she was okay. She yelled that I didn’t care, that I never cared. I 
said that was a lie, that I always cared. She slapped me. Told me to leave. I left. I should have 
stayed, should have explained. Should have told her that I loved her.

I asked him for his blessing the day he went into the hospital. He had said he could die a 
happy man.

“She loves me...”
The day she said she was sorry. It was a Friday. I remember waking up to the radio. I 

remember the song that was playing. I remember what clothes I wore, what I ate for breakfast, 
where I stood in the elevator at work. She called at my lunch break and asked if she could come 
over. I said yes, I get off work at 2:30 p.m. When I got home, she was waiting at my door with 
Chinese takeout. We ate, she said she was sorry for the horrible things she said last week, I said 
it was okay. She said it wasn’t, that she knew she was lying and thought that if she hurt me, she 
wouldn’t feel so alone. I hugged her and said she was never alone. She hugged me back. We 
talked for two more hours about her new job, my new shoes, her new hair, my old car; simple 
things. She never stopped smiling. Neither did I. The whole time, she looked like she wanted to 
say something, but couldn’t think of the words. She left my house at 6:18 p.m. and drove away 
in her blue Mini Cooper with the license plate CKNCOOP. At 6:32 p.m. I turned on the TV. At 
6:40 p.m. I started watching the news. At 6:48 p.m. I went to my kitchen and poured a glass of 
water. At 6:49 p.m. I sat back down on the couch. At 7:15 p.m. I sped to the hospital. 

The doctor said she might not make it.
The last rose petal sunk to the earth. It was soft like silk as it slipped through his fingers. 

He thought it looked like a teardrop. Or a lost friend. Or a missed opportunity. Or a word that 
could never be spoken.

I stayed by her bedside for two weeks. My boss was kind enough to understand and give 
me a whole month, with pay. I never left. The whole time her words drifted through my mind. 
“You weren’t there, you never were. You didn’t care, you never did.” Well, I was there. I was 
always there. I did care. I have always cared. And I’m here now, holding your hand, so please 
hear me, please get better. Please. I need to tell you that I care, that I will always be here, that 
you make me happier than I have ever felt before, that I don’t think I can survive without you so 
please wake up. I want to tell you so many things. I want to hear your adorable laugh, see your 
bright blue eyes, feel your hand squeezing mine, know that you love me too. I need to tell you 
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that I love you. I know I’ve said it before, and I meant it then, but I mean it even more now. And 
even though you never said it back, I hope you felt it because I think you did. Did you? Please 
wake up. Please...

I guess I’ll never know.
11:14 a.m. Tuesday. The day before our five-year anniversary. The day she was buried. I wore 

a suit. Gave a speech. Cried. Gave her her last bouquet of roses. Ate chocolate marshmallows. 
Remembered her last moments. Put the ring in her coffin. 

Said goodbye. Told her I loved her.
I was the last one at her grave. I had saved a rose. I picked the petals one by one. I watched 

each of them slip between my fingers. Just like her. I wanted to save one last rose, just for her. 
Just for us. One more moment together. 

I don’t like Tuesdays anymore.
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//  Sophie Opich  //

We live behind the high school and sometimes hear the marching band 
play their sad fight song. You cook dinner, I wash dishes. 
The droning tubas turn my jaw to Alka-Seltzer, 
make my saliva curdle and bubble at the bone. 
You notice, but don’t mention it. I won’t either. 

At a costume party I run into your brother’s best friend. 
He’s dressed as Brown-Eyed-Cowboy.
I’m Covered-In-My-Own-Spit. 
“Can’t you do anything?” he asks, 
about my jaw. He’s disgusted but he’s intrigued 
and I kiss him, I don’t know, but he wants it, he wants me 
so I’m coating him all over with my thick drool.

I apologize. But you divide the cookware anyway. The furniture, the books. 
It gets me sick, watching you go. I try a Ginger Ale.
The carbonation makes my Alka-Seltzer foam again.
You pack your boxes and I just stand there, slobbering.

Sometimes I see your car in the neighborhood. 
The flutes and the drumline sputter on and on. 
You drive so slow past our house.

where we live
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//  Joel Salcido  //

explaining enigma to the 
neighborhood for Pablo Neruda

You asked me what the cockroaches smuggled
between their rusted feet
and I respond: the cracks in the concrete know,
deepened by layers of spit, 
wizened by deposits of abandoned dreams  

You say, what are the junkies praying for
on their midnight streetlight vigils?
I tell you, they’re praying for death, like us
trembling with anticipation, eyeballing corners for shadows
because death is the enduring fix 

You ask: who are the weeds reaching to strangle?
watch it at peak time on a certain block
they twist into W’s , flash from porches, 
wither under the heat until they cultivate an addiction

no doubt you will ask about the suffocating choke hold of the police, 
to which I reply by describing how Jesus drove the Legion into the sea.
perhaps you’ll ask about the pigeons’ grey feathers that drown in the 
filthy drains of the gutter? or the discovery of
the rainbow of a gasoline puddle, that leads to nowhere but
another question about God’s promises?

You need to understand 
the magnetic attraction 
of poverty and the neighborhood,
the rusted hinges of doors  
that break when they shut,
the lure of furtive alleys of smoke, 
the ambient score of arguments
that pulse in the evening like light through space
 
You need to know 
that this is understood by the Streets,
that life
in its holy breadth
is fleeting as the first high, 
and through the emaciated eyes
time has widened gazes, 

Poetry

made every window translucent,
cracked the glass
letting the melody of laughter sneak away 
to snuff the sirens of endless crisis

I am nothing but a solemn journalist 
that returns the words to tongues
long silenced in their loud struggles,
of mouths accustomed to dry-swallowing complaints
like bitter crumbs perpetually caught in their throats

I never left same as you, caged
singing questions to the bleak tomorrows,
and in my open hands, every morning, 
fully dressed and half asleep
release a bird into the city

Poetry
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//  Robert Boccelli  //

An Evening Meal

I think, Honey, when night’s about 
this park should be dark. The green gone black.
The grass creatures idle in their dark body holes.

I think we too should rest. Put our heads upon this grass
intended for us. Throw away the towel 
intended for beach and let our
impressions put impressions 
upon this grass 
our small body shapes. 

But we bring fruits and wine in baskets and bowls
and we disturb this premise when we move together, 
when we drink and eat an evening picnic together,

when a mouse comes we’re both scared together.
Its fleet feet skirt the tips of grass 
but don’t impress the stems the leaves
down, charging in attack 
now sniffing. 
We hear sniffing sounds from its pink snout. 

But the mouse:
his name is Green Grass Park In Dark;
and we will come to see that he is this park lit by nearby construction light,
and so rudely have we entered him that we offer our cheese as treat
and scamper off, downing the grass with the heavy feet
of two human things. 

Poetry

//  Elizabeth Hansen  //

thoughtless Wonder

I would unzip my mind, extracting flashing thoughts like fish 
darting through my hands. If I open my mouth wider than my 
skull—ivory teeth playing over a field of taste buds—do you 
think I could taste the stars? Pooling together your hands so 
water seeps between fingertips, baby koi slipping out of reach. 
Could you catch them with a net? I thrust the net under, but the 
thoughts fall between the strands, too small for either of us to 
grasp.

Poetry
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We were younger then. So much younger – and
stronger, too. Muscles taut from overuse
now atrophied from long nights alone in
a duplex, veins corroded by butane. 
“You look like you were happier then,” you
say, placing the photograph back on the
table.  I probably was – it’s hard to
say now. My memories decamped to a 
sunnier locale, leaving me with 
synapses to connect to nothing at
all. You pull from your coffee mug, its pale
blue veneer in your porcelain hands looks
fragile enough to shatter – that color, it’s
periwinkle, really. Blue evanesced,
but where to? Your eyes, perhaps. Those mirrors
that reflect Pablo Picasso in his
Periodo Azul, and you are more
beautiful than the Woman with Bangs, but
have the same tired expression weighing
on your brow.  A silence falls between us
and the coffee table creaks from its weight. 
“How old are you here?” You wave the photo,
accusing me of aging without your
permission.  Eighteen? No – nineteen. I can’t 
recall, exactly – but for what it’s worth, 
that’s when the wave crested and you can still
see the high water mark in the creases
etched in my forehead. There is more silence. 
And finally: “This feels wrong.” I want to
apologize, but can’t think of what
to say so I just thumb the Seconal 
in my pocket. I will crush every last
one of the barbiturate caps, all one
hundred of them and dissolve the powder
in a glass of orange juice without the pulp. 
Like falling asleep, the doctor told me.
You won’t feel a thing – just give it about
five minutes. Five minutes. Five minutes feels
too long when standing on the precipice 
of eternity, but it’s worth the view
(or so they say) so just give yourself some
time to take it all in. I feel a sense 

//  Daniel Oberhaus  //

Dignitas

Poetry

of vertigo induced by the marble
eddies playing on the surface of the
coffee table, those static patterns so
full of motion, forged in the molten core 
of Earth’s tempestuous bosom – a stone 
too regal to be relegated to 
a living room filled with dying people. 
“You’re sure you don’t want anyone else here?”
No, I only want you and whatever
you are to me now. Do you recall when
we were younger, much younger, and we would 
walk in the glens on Pfannenstiel, being real
silent as we sidled through shallow 
incisions in Zürich’s wooded breasts? That 
was love, I think – at least a beautiful
thing – some thing which soon enough became no
thing. I look out the window to avoid
your eyes but I see them anyway in
the turbid waters of Zürichsee, in 
tumescent clouds the color of rain as
they roll over the frosted Alps. Across
the water is Pfannenstiel, but the ash
have disrobed by now, silhouettes of black
boughs on the horizon, their branches so
many dendrites grasping in vain at the
sky to pull heaven down to earth at last. 
I caress the Seconal caps, rolling
my thumb over the plastic shell, feeling
each of the one hundred dimples, all
of them concealing a pearl, one
hundred pieces that form a semblance of
a whole. I remove the package from my
pocket and hope there are no tears from you
and I. There won’t be – I’m strong and you are 
stronger and what’s the point, anyway? Tears
are for happenings unexpected so
you save them for a better time as I
pop the pearls from their shell, one by one
onto the coffee table. You finish 
your coffee and hand me the mug so that
I can crush the caps into a fine dust. 
The coffee mug pestle makes a grating
sound as the mound of pills collapses in
on itself, like a star imploding or
a sinkhole. You lift yourself from the couch
to walk to the kitchen where the orange juice

Poetry
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sits upon the counter, warm now from last
minute hesitations. I remove my 
credit card from my wallet and use it
to spoon the Seconal into the glass. 
“Thank you for the photograph,” you say. The 
taste of the drink is bitter and I walk
to the sink to wash the taste from my mouth
when I am finished. I return and lie 
on the couch, my head in your lap, looking
at your face. I tell you that it’s okay,
I wasn’t going to be using it 
anyway. I smile. You do not. You are
wearing a wool sweater dyed in light blue
patterned with white snowflakes which gently fall
on the crown of your breasts. Near your shoulder
is a loose thread and I close my eyes to 
imagine pulling it, unraveling the 
sweater until nothing is left at all. 

Poetry

//  Cary Kelly  //

place
          less
  ness

The prospect of change itching
the arches of your feet;
foreign feelings pulling 
at the familiarity of faces,
loosening the embrace of aging unnoticed.

Your stomach purrs at the dissonance 
of a new dialect. 

And she hears,
and you hear her hear the tone shift.
It is now much harder 
to look down into her eyes as you lie 
interlaced 
intertwined intercoursed in bed.

Will she know your distance
as the pull of a full moon? The
muscle-stretching wonder-tinted appeal
of a road without end 
or tense shoulders? The 
light—sunbeams—caressing shadows
over a campus warmly meant to fade.

 
  

Next Year I Will Be Gone

Poetry
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//  Julie Tang  //

Three years ago, after standing 2 hours and 37 minutes in line 
With what seemed more like scattered puddles of run-off
Than restless human beings of flesh and umbra, I left the DMV 
With the understanding that the higher the Degree of Freedom 
Into which we diffuse ourselves, the further down we sink
Into The Madness; we are melting glaciers, scrambling like idiots 
To assume form — an illusion of which we are all integrally incapable
As roving ghosts possessing mere fleeting figurines of
Ice.
—
Three months ago, I thought this crease between my brows
Was but a whisper carried by the headwind of my crumbling youth.
These are not wrinkles. No — our skin breaks more easily than china —
We are looking at a shadow, the only visible trace of a vampiric vine 
Lost to the naked eye, trickling out from gaps in our skulls,
That thrives as its roots drain what remains of our substance,
Throbbing, pulsing with our every laugh or grimace; it blooms
Under the Slant of Light that hushes the evening, encrusted in
Ice.
—
Three hours ago, I stepped onto a spinning, whirling carnival ride that 
I surmised would be my very last memory before life teaches me 
That my time is a borrowed excuse instead of a reason to live —
Or the groaning mechanism catches fire mid-run, trapping the lot of us,
Five liters of blood crushing our skulls, in musical inferno —
So I grabbed at a hand that was not there and screamed bloody murder
Until there was no doubt I had wrung out the last gargled breath of the 
Wretched infant wailing in my lungs before I stepped off, fingertips like
Ice.

Global Warming

Poetry

//  Molly Bilker  //

Day 10:
You lie on your back hungry.
You fight the sores and festering wounds on your elbows.

Your friends are swimming along the bottom of the river,
dredging up coins and crayfish.
They’ll show you when they surface.
You roll on your side.

Knife, mirror, glass, wall, plaster, 
gun, midnight, palm trees, parking meters, gun.
Brownies, blankets, it’s 2 a.m.
The world is crooked and sad.

There’s a hole shaped just like you in my heart
where no one else will fit.
At dinner your friends ordered pasta
and refused to pay a tip.
At dinner you did not eat, 
just ran fingernails over skin and puckered-frowned.

At dinner we played a game 
scrabbling across the table to fight
homesick lovesick motionsick lifesick
play the game play the game play

I think it was all broken to begin with.
Kick through the desert and pick up mica scraps,
cactus spines, 
dust and green and brown and a sky so big
you’re falling in always forever

No one could ever love you that much.

It’s soso quiet and you’re on your back.
The blank ceiling means everything
when your inside aches like the joints
of old furniture
all your bones feel shattered perfectly intact;
so
there is nothing but breath and the weight of your chest.

Yom Kippur

Poetry
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Hi there,
I’m just in the other room. I’ll just be over here—
I’ll just be here pressing my hand to the wall,
feeling you breathing through it.

You read the news about the home on fire
had no idea, never knew him,
loved all the same I wonder 
about repentance
about change
about institutions and systems
about lives
and the phantom limbs of yours
that are reaching for mine.

I wonder about fear.

when he died was he scared

You are scared now.
You are afraid of everything.
You are afraid of the planes overhead.
You are afraid of fire.
You are afraid of nothingness.
I am afraid of not believing in God.

You roll on your side.

Do you need relief?
All your friends are getting on Greyhound buses
and getting out of this city.
Guns, poverty, oppression, too much sky,
they were saying to you
as you handed them their bags
and they climbed up the stairs of the bus and waved
and you never saw them again.
They lived happily ever after.
The end.

You haven’t been eating well.
He loved you so differently than I ever could.
I wish you could feel me through the wall.
I am resonating toes to skull.
I am still feeling the dark wine-stain heartbreak ache
of the loneliness in this city.
Of the sunset hunger inside your body.

Poetry

//  Meghan Thomas  //

“A person does not die when he should, but when he can.”
– Gabriel Garcia Marquez,

One Hundred Years of Solitude

There is a ridiculousness in death —
absurdity defined

by an absence.
Yours is a legacy of words

which will forthwith become
a science

we can only study, observe,
and dispute,

for there is no source to query for clarity.
It is an alchemy, and you,
Melquíades, have left us

to our experiments;
you have become the ghost

in our laboratory walls,
where we fumble about

with our chemicals
and endeavor to balance our equations —

to transform our ordinary words
into precious literary gold.

For me, it was the yellow butterflies.

Gabo’s Alchemy

Poetry
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//  Neil Grayson  //

cindy,

Today, I learned “passion” and “pain”
have the same etymological roots, so passion is actually 
about suffering. That’s why Christ is so passionate. Think
about the parallel whip lines. I would give
 you the shirt off my back if you would

let me watch you change. I almost died
in an accident because I was staring at the windshield, not
the road, thinking that the wet lines the wipers made would
 teach me everything you know 

about curves. Did you
know that sometimes, when a bone breaks, the muscle is so
strong that it pulls the bones out of place? If you were to
 shatter, you would be brought together so hard, you’d

blow apart like the Big Bang. You look like glaciers
dragged their cold stony tongues over you in special places
and I want to ascend you. This poem is self-
conscious, like being naked. Maybe it should be short, so
 you know it’s not compensating for anything. Do you

like horses? Everyone I ever kissed has 
loved horses. I am trying to make this poem’s blood hot,
not yours, but if yours gets hot, that’s just icing 
in the crook of the notebook that you can
 lick off this poem.

This poem wants the reins to
 be loose today. 

Poetry

//  Jasmine Daggs  //

Despite language class,
Pokémon, and a habit 
of bowing, I can’t 

claim to belong to
haiku culture, but four strokes
in both Japanese 

and Hokkien—across, 
across, curve left, curve right—ten
means sky, or Heaven

To mama

Poetry
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//  Michael Cohen  //

The brain is deeper than the sea,         
  For, hold them, blue to blue, 
The one the other will absorb, 
  As sponges, buckets do.
 —Emily Dickinson

I.

The schools are loosed—
swimming madly to mingle
with one another:
Psychology, Languages,
History, Math.

Engineers and Poets
flit past each other 
exchanging glances, ideas,
fins brushing as they hurry
to lectures across the reef.

II.

A glint of silver spokes,
the marlins and mackerel
cycle swiftly by,
darting and leaping through the surf.

Sea lions bark solicitations
from their booths outside the Union.
Seagulls perch on their islands,
Flapping flyers, hawking brochures.
 
Crustaceans scuttle,
low to the campus pavement,
skateboard wheels click-click-clacking.
 
The flow is seamless, instinctual,
each one navigates the crowded current
absorbed in labs, essays, mid-terms;
the wealth of learning blooms in a thousand
shades of abundant coral.

Marine Academe
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III.

I sit, motionless, osmotic, 
at the center of the undulating
Ocean, a sponge absorbing
the warmth of the sun
and the Gulf Stream-of-consciousness.

Cousteau is narrating in my head.
The sea, the great unifier, he says,
(the French lilt of his tongue
lapping each word like a wave)
is man’s only hope. Now, as never before,
the old phrase has a literal meaning:

—on University Drive, a shark
has parted the pedestrian shoals,
slinking over the crosswalk, 
headlights blazing, an apex predator—

We are all in the same boat, says old Jacques.

Poetry
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//  Jessica Swarner  //
First Friday 101

Plaid, 
green and brown plaid, 
a tube to her knees with thick straps held by buttons— 
she had pearls on, 
in her ears, though, 
her nose sloped and lips burst when she spoke—
pleasing to look at, 
looked like she looked at herself the way an artist would, 
wanting to make an everyday presentation, 
a spectacle, 
a green and brown spectacle she was.
~
She was the kind of girl you’d text after midnight 
while she was cleaning the kitchen,
tackling Tupperware, 
she had energy in surprising places.
~
You could take her to an art gallery 
and look at paintings with orbs and tongues,
and sarcastically say 
“I wonder what that artist had on his mind…” 
and she’d reply with one big word you don’t know.
This time it was grey plaid,
grey plaid and a backwards hat,
skulls over pearls, 
she stared at the tongues.

Poetry
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Ojos del Mar
//  Marisol Luna Aguero  //

Acrylic on Canvas
12” x 12”

ART ART

Alyssa
//  Christian Bugarin  //

Photography Printed using Cyanotype Process
8” x 10”
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ART

Your Body is a Temple
//  Anna Guerrero  //

Acrylic and Colored Pencil on Paper
24” x 18”

ART

Glint
//  Ashley Durham  //

Pencil
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ART

Taxidermy
//  Meliza Meraz  //

Composite Board
24’’ x 24’’

ART

Silver Gelatin Print
16” x  20”

Untitled
//  Amanda Mollindo  //
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ART

Flowers
//  Bethany Brown  //

Oil

ART

Untitled
//  Daniel Mariotti  //

Graphite and Charcoal
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ART

Reflection
//  Janelaine Emerson  //

Wire, Paper and Light Source
12” x 12” x 12”

ART

One for You, Mama
//  Alexis Lebario  //

Charcoal
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The Yipiyuk

In the swamplands long ago,
Where the weeds and mudglumps grow,
A Yipiyuk bit on my toe…
Exactly why I do not know.
I kicked and cried
And hollered “Oh”—
The Yipiyuk would not let go.
I whispered to him soft and low—
The Yipiyuk would not let go.
I shouted “Stop,” “Desist” and “Whoa”—
The Yipiyuk would not let go.
Yes, it was sixteen years ago,
The Yipiyuk still won’t let go.
The snow may fall,
The winds may blow—
The Yipiyuk will not let go.
The snow may melt,
The grass may grow—
The Yipiyuk will not let go.
I drag him ‘round each place I go.
This Yipiyuk that won’t let go.
And now my child at last you know
Exactly why I walk so slow.
                                       – Shel Silverstein, Where the Sidewalk Ends

My little brother and I wrapped our bodies around our father’s ankles like baby koalas. At 
three and five years old, we loved Daddy so much. He got up for work each morning before 5 
a.m. and we woke shortly after, hearing the echo of his footsteps in the hall. The smell of bitter 
coffee and buttered toast cast a sense of warmth throughout the house. We peeked our tiny heads 
out of our bedrooms and watched Dad kiss Mom good-morning before making his way to the 
door by 6 a.m. We met him as he approached the door leading to the garage. We ambushed him 
from behind, determined to ground him with no choice but to stay home and play with us. We 
clung on tight. We refused to let go.

Dad was a businessman — the boss of an office supply store. He had a firm disposition and 
did not tolerate anything or anyone that failed to meet his standards, and his standards were high. 

At Last You Know
//  Sydni Budelier  //
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He admired smart people and ambitious people, but the best people exhibited both qualities 
unconditionally. He was a fair man too, very much respected around town, with a reputation for 
treating people with kindness and generosity while simultaneously abandoning anything that 
stood in the way of his success.

He had a light brown leather briefcase, worn and swollen with papers and plans for the 
company. I had an up-close view of it swaying above his knee as I hugged his pant leg tight. 
His stride slowed instantly once Mason and I latched on. He lifted his knee high like he was 
marching through a swamp and said, “Whoaaa.” He picked one foot up then the other, lifting 
each of us high above the hardwood floor. As Mason began his ascent, I saw his blonde bowl 
cut tousled against Dad’s calf, his eyes large orbs, earthy green and filled with joy. His round 
face broke into an exuberant beam revealing two rows of tiny, evenly spaced, square teeth and 
he shrieked with delight, “The yipiyuk! The yipiyuk!” Dad must have incorporated this into 
his daily routine, made sure to wake up a few minutes early to manage our regular obstruction.

Dad made it to the door, turned the knob and reached for his car keys on the hook next to 
the light switch. The keys jingled as I was lifted over the metal threshold, and the car beeped 
unlocked. “No, Dad no!” we cried. “Don’t go! There’s no work today!” But each day we knew 
when we had to unwrap ourselves, once his hand met the chrome embellished car handle. We 
had to let go. He stepped into his big white Lexus, swinging his briefcase into the passenger 
seat. The garage door growled open, and we ran out into the morning air. The lawn to the side of 
the drive was fresh with morning dew and soaked our bare feet as we watched Dad slowly back 
out of the garage and turn the car around. Gravel creaked under the tires as he drove away from 
us; down the long drive that cut through the trees to a dirt road leading to the highway. We took 
off. We ran and ran and ran, past our giant lawn filled with crab apple trees and drooping Indian 
paintbrushes and dandelions heavy with dew. We passed our swing set, the rows and rows of 
blue and green spruce, the motley woods filled with birch and oak and pine. With all our might 
we ran, trying to catch his big sedan. He paused for a moment at the end of the drive, the brake 
lights tapping on and off. We stopped too. Out of breath and out of time. He rolled the window 
down and we saw his straight face in the side mirror — all business now, he’d resumed his 
corporate mood. Business decisions were not made with sentiment. He reached his arm through 
the open window and waved goodbye before he made the final left turn and was gone for the day.

Mason and I sulked back to the house, our feet cold and wet. I held Mason’s hand and told 
him Daddy would be home soon to read to us. He didn’t cry. He turned his head to look back 
toward the dirt road, his eyes wide and hopeful. I saw Mom watching us from the big open 
windows in the kitchen. Her hair was cut short and stuck up in funny auburn tufts. She was still 
drinking coffee in her robe. Inside, she gave us Life cereal and made sure we drank our milk. 
Soon enough we would be outside in the yard again, running to our swing set, then down to the 
lake in the backyard. 

Mason played a million characters. He held knife and gun fights with neon plastic weapons 
on our jungle gym castle. He was Zorro, then Batman, then Captain Hook, then the Red, Blue, 
and Green Rangers. He rode his tricycle as fast as he could down the drive wearing a leather 
jacket, sheriff’s badge and holster. He shot imaginary bad guys out of the trees and put them in 
jail at our playground rope ladder. Sometimes I accompanied him as his sidekick or played the 
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role of damsel in distress. But I had my own whims to immerse myself in. I drew giant octopi 
and oblong hopscotch boards with thick pieces of pink and blue chalk in the drive. I picked 
bouquets of dandelions and ate chives from Mom’s garden. I wandered to the damp edges of the 
woods where I looked for fairies under upturned leaves and wildflower petals — but found only 
daddy-long-legs spiders and imagined the rustlings of squirrels and chipmunks were greater, 
scarier, more fantastical beings. 

At the lake Mason and I were swamp monsters, mer-people, water nymphs, and fish. We 
pretended we had gills. We slid up onto shore to deliver good news to all the land. “Mom, look at 
this cool rock.” Mom didn’t care but she said, “Wow, that’s a good one” anyway. Our collection 
was filled with fine-grained stones, smooth against our thumbs. We collected minnows in 
buckets, made drip castles out of wet sand, played with snapdragons that grew at the fence of our 
little beach. We almost forgot about Dad. When Dad got home it was late. Mom had drawn us 
each a bath and watched as we brushed our teeth. Once we were each in our rooms Dad came in 
to read to us—first Mason, then me. He sat on the edge of the bed and flooded our imaginations 
with stories of people and animals and fantastic, colorful worlds. And our world became colorful 
too: one hundred shades of green in the tree line around the lake, fuchsia stems of poison ivy 
and wild raspberries, blood-orange black-eyed Susans, amethyst sky at dusk, auburn maple and 
silver birch. He read us Shel Silverstein, Dr. Suess, Maurice Sendak, and Eric Carle. There 
were nights I begged him for more stories. Sometimes he obliged and I fell asleep to the steady 
intonation of his voice, other times he started to doze off first, reading bit by bit as if the words 
weighed a thousand pounds.

I didn’t know what his days entailed — I didn’t know the real weight he carried. I didn’t 
know he had agreed to sell his business to a larger company, U.S. Office Products,  who had 
offered him several million dollars to reinvent his business, and many others businesses in the 
upper Midwest, to increase profit. I didn’t know they had hired him onto their team. I didn’t 
know his first task had required him to gut the company he had built from the ground up — that 
he had to fire the team of people he had employed himself, who had trusted him as a neighbor 
and as a friend long before he was ever their boss. I don’t think anyone, himself included, 
anticipated the things he would have to do. 

I didn’t know how that job made his stomach churn through the night. I didn’t know of the 
ulcers that formed, or the stress-induced digestive irregularities that led to several doctors’ mis-
diagnoses of Crohn’s disease.  I didn’t know the noise his briefcase made when he got home, as 
it resounded against the hardwood floor, was the sound of a good man’s dignity abandoned. I 
didn’t know the paperwork inside contained arrangements to visit companies, just purchased by 
U.S.O.P., and deliver the news that it was time to clean house.  I had no way of comprehending 
then, how he could have been the man who no one wanted to see when he walked into a room. I 
would have done anything to spend more time with Dad.

I did not know that my privilege was born from his absence —from the guilt and anxiety 
he endured through his exhausting days at work. I didn’t know the sacrifices he made to save 
enough money for Mason and I to go to college; to give us a world in which we were free to 
expand our minds, write our own stories, and create a reality out of our wildest dreams. All I 
wanted back then was for Dad to come home. So I could be part of his plans. I didn’t know I’d 
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been in them all along. 
In the morning, I’d be a yipiyuk once more; a thing that weighed him down, and propelled 

him forward none-the-less.
Lingua Latte

//  Erin Barton  //

I’ve been a lot of places in my twenty years of life. All over Spain, southern France, England, 
Scotland, Denmark — perhaps I should amend my statement: I’ve been to a lot of places in the 
Western world. I realized just how significant this amendment was in the summer after I turned 
16 when my father got invited to teach a class in a tiny city (town, more like) in southern China 
called Ning Ming. 

In China, everything is different. In Europe, even when I didn’t know the language, I could 
still read the alphabet and, without too much trouble, adapt to the culture. Both the cultures and 
languages of Europe had, after all, formed the majority of America’s underlying structure as 
well as my own family history. There was none of this cultural heritage to fall back on in China. 
The language, the writing, the majority racial group, the customs, the government, the great 
historical moments, everything was different. At least that was how it seemed at first. 

It started before we’d even touched down on foreign soil. The plane ride to Beijing was 
the longest I had ever experienced — 22 hours of sitting in a small, uncomfortable seat while 
that sickening, plasticky smell unique to airplanes (and that no one else ever seems to notice) 
assaulted my nose and turned my stomach. An unfortunate experience. The Beijing airport was 
not too different from any other airport, I suppose. It was big, metallic in a way that seems 
to scream out how modern and high-tech it was, how fashionable a place Beijing must be to 
have such a shiny airport; it was filled with shops and food and people and every language 
ever. No big shock there. The customs agents were the first noticeable difference. Men and 
women dressed in identical black, SWAT team-esque outfits and moving people along with 
brisk, uncompromising, military efficiency. Everyone got wanded, everyone got patted down, 
men to one side and women to the other, then shoved on through like pieces on an assembly line. 
It was faster than other security lines I had been through, if disconcerting in its unconcerned 
invasiveness. Not that they did anything that other countries didn’t; they just didn’t pretend that 
they weren’t, didn’t bother to pander to sensitive American ideals of Liberty and Freedom from 
Search and Seizure. They just searched and seized without any bells or whistles. Much more 
efficient. 

Once out of the airport, we were met by our guide and taken out for our first Chinese meal 
(American Chinese food is apparently quite different). It was…interesting. Our guide was rather 
hectic and wasn’t good at explaining what things on the menu actually were, so he just ended 
up ordering a bunch of things for us and assuring us that they were “very good.” This was a 
lie. Thankfully the rest of our trip would be a gastronomical delight (the Chinese are masters 
at cooking vegetables), but this first meal, our entry into a Brand New World, left quite a bit 
to be desired. For instance, those crunchy yellow things that I thought maybe were a weird 
mushroom? Pig’s ears. Now that’s fine, really, but at least let me know that before I gag my 
way through it so that I can prepare the proper, I’m-on-an-adventure-I-ought-to-do-adventurous-
things mindset. Needless to say, after the plane trip and the unfortunate restaurant choice, we 
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were exhausted and ready to fall into bed. But we still had to actually get to the hotel. 
The trip to our accommodations was something of a shadowed, neon blur. Walking through 

the streets of Beijing at night is like walking onto the set of a dystopian science fiction movie — 
young, hip things bristling with brand name clothes and high-tech phones crowded onto dingy 
streets with cracked sidewalks and eerie neon signs, cigarette smoke mixing with the scents of 
a hundred little food booths and music spilling out of clubs and iPods alike, making clashing 
soundtracks for the bicycle taxis weaving through the mobs of people and cars flashing past too 
close, trailing the flash of your life before your eyes, and everything tunnels into a fisheye lens 
beneath soaring skyscrapers and the rickety shacks that try to compete, stacked up and propped 
up and covered in dark staircases that plunge deep and rise too high. In short, overwhelming. 

The next morning our guide was supposed to pick us up for breakfast. This was a bit exciting 
since in America we have Chinese lunch and Chinese dinner but I had never seen any offerings 
of Chinese breakfast. What did they eat in the morning? However, after standing around in 
the lobby for some time, it became apparent that our guide was not coming. Perhaps he had 
gotten stuck in the unmoving line of cars that was the Beijing traffic? I don’t remember. Like 
the rest of my family, I was by that point thinking of nothing but my stomach. Driven by this 
most basic need, we exited the safe confines of our internationally-oriented hotel and stepped 
out into the most foreign country we had ever been in. Thankfully, Beijing in the morning 
was not nearly as much of a sensory overload as Beijing late at night. In fact, it was quite 
pleasant and looked rather similar to any other large city: skyscrapers, plazas, shopping malls, 
advertisements, business people walking quickly to work. The sunlight was valiantly making its 
way through the smoggy morning air, just managing (though it seemed to take all its strength) 
to light up the world in a watery golden gray. It crept sluggishly across the concrete world and 
set all the mirrored, metallic buildings shining in postmodern splendor. A view any urbanite 
could appreciate. Peering around at the area directly outside of our hotel, we determined that 
the building across the way was a mall and that it had just opened. Surely there would be some 
sort of eatery in there, and if not, it would at least be interesting to see the Chinese version of the 
shopping mall. We went in.

It was like we had suddenly walked into America, albeit with a slightly higher number of 
Asian-looking models staring out from the posters adorning the walls. There were shops for 
watches, shops for perfumes, shops where familiar, over-priced brands were being set out on 
display along with signs that advertised “Ralph Lauren” and “Calvin Klein,” “Diesel,” “Gucci,” 
“Prada,” and every slightly fashionable brand that Macy’s ever sold. Shop girls and boys darted 
here and there, unrolling sale posters and polishing display glass. Then, we saw It. A sign 
pointing the way to that oh-so-familiar place I loved to hate and hated to love. Starbucks. 

We had a rule in my family, and that rule was that when in Rome, do as the Romans do. This 
rule is especially enforced over the matter of food. There’s nothing worse than going to some 
super cool place and eating McDonalds. It is the ultimate tourist faux-pas and if you admit to 
it, you are sure to be laughed out of any internationalite circle. Or worst, stared at with pitying, 
barely disguised derision until you slink out in shame, plaintively citing your tight schedule and 
unfamiliarity with the Super Cool Place in question. That might be a slight exaggeration. The 
sentiment, however, is true. And yet, despite our rule and the potential scorn of well-traveled 
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colleagues, the smell of coffee beckoned us. 
I had steeled myself for three weeks without coffee, knowing that in China the preferred 

drink was tea. This was fine. I was quite excited to try lots of new teas which I was sure would 
be excellent. But Starbucks. In the whirlwind of the last few days, the burgeoning culture shock 
we were all going through and the unease of being in a place where none of us had an inkling 
of the language, writing, or even the culture, that familiar two-tailed mermaid morphed into a 
most sympathetic figure. She seemed a saintly effigy, offering refuge in the midst of a storm; her 
come-hither smile and steaming mug of burnt Joe was, I fully admit, a truly beautiful sight. I had 
never before nor ever since been so glad of my home country’s tendency to try and take over the 
world with questionably ethical business ventures. 

At first we were a bit hesitant about going up to the counter; we weren’t sure if we’d be 
able to communicate with the barista. But we discovered another blessing: everything in China 
is different, except Starbucks. A Starbuck’s latte is a Starbuck’s latte, no matter how far away 
you get from Seattle. “Latte” pronounced with a Chinese accent, but a latte nevertheless. As 
we rattled off our usual order (one tall latte, one grande latte and one grande nonfat latte) we 
shared with that barista a moment of understanding–we spoke together in the lingua franca 
of Starbucks, of over-caffeinated, over-stimulated, bourgeois consumption, complete with 
ridiculous fake-Italian sizing system. 

That was one of the best lattes I have ever had. It wasn’t completely a “McDonald’s in 
Rome” experience, either: we had red-bean scones on the side. 
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Sandalwood and 
Sweat
//  Raji Ganesan  //

June 8th, 2012: Chennai, Tamil Nadu, India

Sandalwood and sweat. The primary smells of the city of Chennai that invade my senses 
and evoke every memory I’ve ever had. Living here is a lot like driving here, I feel. The 
chaotic honking perpetuated by a lack of traffic regulations could shake the fortitude of even 
the strongest individual. Speeding through the streets in the back of a call-taxi, I can gaze 
out the window and see beautiful Hindu temples, and cows peacefully grazing. Paradoxical 
to say the least, and perhaps a bit clichéd, I can’t help but feel this is the very dichotomy 
that characterizes Chennai. Yet, I don’t actually feel fear when coursing through the roads, 
narrowly avoiding men on motorcycles without helmets. The simpler way of life and presence 
of family gives me a kind of strength and comfort. Funnily enough, I’ve never seen a traffic 
accident in this city. As if to say, its chaos and dysfunction – work. Government corruption and 
poor infrastructure aside, Chennai possesses qualities that make it so alluring. Sandalwood and 
sweat.
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It’s Always summer
//  Scott Price  //

My parents took me to live in the suburbs of Chicago, Illinois when I was two years old. 
In those days, there were no fences between yards. One lawn bled into the next, dotted with 
shared flowerbeds and the occasional chain link dog run. It was a child’s paradise. I was close 
friends with the neighbors on either side, and there was a brand new park half a block away that 
the neighborhood mothers took turns supervising. We were sure our park was the crown jewel 
of parks. It had the usual compliment of swings and slides, but boasted a brand new merry-go-
round and a sandbox so big we swore we could hear the tide coming in. I remember the families 
all sitting at the back yard barbecues saying how wonderful it was to be able to just call upon 
each other to watch the kids if you needed to run into the city or to the store. I never understood 
why, if the neighborhood was so idyllic, why was I shipped out to my grandparent’s house every 
summer? Their home was nothing like Chicago.

 
Elfrida, Arizona is, in fact, the anti-Chicago. Everything in Chicago then was verdant 

and leafy. Even the normally dull rocks sported fuzzy sweaters of moss, and the cracks in the 
sidewalk were narrow gardens for grass and weeds.  Elfrida was dry, dusty, and brittle. Whatever 
wasn’t brown was tan. Spiny trees scratched at the sky hoping to skewer an unsuspecting cloud 
and relieve it of any moisture. Chicago teemed with people, residents and tourists, families 
and businesses. Elfrida had a population of twenty on a good day if you counted the five cows 
that lived within the city limits. Since they all had names, and three of them had won ribbons 
at the county fair, they were indeed counted among the residents of Elfrida. There was always 
something to do in Chicago: the park, movies, friends, swimming, people my own age. Elfrida 
was, in my eyes, the most boring place on the planet. The only children my age in the whole 
town were not interested in anything but grooming their sheep and cows for the 4-H Club. I 
never understood why my parents would send me to this backward place that they had escaped 
the year before I was born.

But I was a good child. I went without a fuss, mainly because it was an excuse for me to 
be able to fly on an airplane by myself and guzzle as much Coca-Cola as I could without any 
parent to tell me I had already had enough. Three hours of uninterrupted bliss 30,000 feet in the 
air. Nana and Popeye would be waiting for me at the gate, and I would greet them both with 
big hugs. Nana was an enigma. Among the earth tone madness of Arizona, she was an oasis 
of color. Her hair was the color of iced tea and looked like a delicate pastry perched atop her 
head. Looks were deceptive — that hair could likely withstand hurricane force winds. Her Avon 
Uptown Pink lipstick was always perfect and never on her teeth. Her pantsuits ranged in color 
from vibrant lavender to a shade of lime so bright she could double as a lighthouse. During the 
three-hour drive from Tucson to Elfrida, I would take nary a breath, telling my grandparents 
about everything I had done and seen for the past year. I always meant to save a few tidbits for 
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later, so we would have something to talk about later, but never did. Once we got to their home, 
and I had made my rounds of greeting the cows and the horse next door, the boredom set in. In 
the course of a summer, I would pass the time cataloging the changes that had occurred on the 
ranch in a year. How many cats had died and been born, new cracks in the plaster, how many of 
the linoleum squares in the kitchen floor had begun to peel up or had been replaced. I would read 
and reread the comic books I had brought from home, waiting with baited breath for shopping 
day so I could replenish my stock with the spending money I had been given. Each year, I came 
home with more than half of what I had been given. My parents would praise me for my thrift 
and ask why I didn’t spend more. I just said I would rather save it for something I really wanted. 
The truth was, there was nothing to buy or do in Elfrida. If I wanted candy, Popeye took care of 
that. If I wanted Cheetohs, Nana handled that. I bought my comic books and that was it.

I remember the first summer I didn’t go visit my grandparents. I was twelve years old, and 
we had just moved to Tempe. My parents asked if I wanted to go visit Nana and Popeye and 
stay the summer as usual. I said I’d rather stay home and be with my new friends. I remember 
Nana’s voice on the phone when I told her I would not be coming to visit with my parents and 
sister. She said, “I understand. We had many wonderful summers together, but now it’s time for 
your old Nana to share you with the world. I’ll see you at Christmas though; Popeye and I are 
coming to see you.” Every twelve-year old thinks they are so very wise and worldly, so I brushed 
that off as my grandmother being some sort of crazy old woman that had lived on the outskirts 
of humanity for far too long.

 
When I was twenty-nine years old, Nana left this world. She had been living with my parents 

since Popeye had died several years earlier. My family and I lived a mile away, so I saw her 
frequently, and my children were both held by their great-grandmother. In the weeks before her 
death, Nana called me often. She needed me to change a light bulb for her or make that infernal 
VCR work. Every weekend, I spent at least an hour with her, helping her sort pictures and letters. 
The memorabilia of a very long life had accumulated as dry leaves in autumn. We were raking 
them into neat piles, but every so often, we would jump into the pile and revel in the memories 
flying around us. I was amazed at how many photos she had of me. Me feeding the cows, me 
holding the branding iron with my very own brand on it, Nana and I having a funeral for one 
of the cats that had died on the road in front of the house, me covered in icing from the Elfrida 
Coffee Shop cinnamon rolls Popeye took me to get every Sunday when I was visiting. It was 
then that I understood exactly what my parents and grandparents had been doing to me all those 
summers. They were giving me memories. All those summers of seeming boredom, I now look 
back on with such fondness. I was able to make a connection with not just my grandparents, but 
their parents and grandparents as well, through them. I had experiences most children growing 
up in a city never have. They wanted me to understand who I was, and not because they told me, 
but because I found out myself. Nana’s last words to me before she went into the hospital echo 
in my mind and my heart, “as far as I’m concerned, it’s always summer.”
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Bubbly.
//  Hannah Good  //

Birds panting from the heat.
Kids scrambling to find a sliver of shade.
The UPS truck thundering on from the houses as it’s pulling away.
All the things that are normal to see as I’m walking home from school. I never expected that 

a packed suitcase and trash bag of clothes outside the front door would be one of them.
My dad left that day, having been kicked out for what my sister and I were told was a 

“disagreement.” But she and I knew what the real reason was. After all, we had been graced 
with the pleasure of breaking the news to our mom, though she put on the brave face of having 
already known to spare us the torture of forming the taboo words in our mouths. We may have 
been young, but we knew that Colbie Callait’s CD didn’t belong in our father’s car; it wasn’t our 
mom who was making him so “Bubbly.”  

“One of my friends gave this to me,” he said when my sister confronted him as he pressed 
play.

“Will you count me in?” whispered from the speaker, letting my sister and me in on his dirty 
not-so-little secret.

I was in the backseat when he and I locked eyes through the rear view mirror, averting them 
too quickly when I asked, “And what friend is that, Dad?”

My sister was 16 and I was 12, but in the next few months that followed, the four years that 
separated us disappeared and before we knew it, we were each other’s life support and guardian. 
We took turns making sure my mom ate food and tried our hardest to make that beautiful smile 
return to her face amongst the tears that surrounded her every night. She kept telling my sister 
and me that we were from a “broken home” now and apologizing for giving us a “dysfunctional” 
life. We would shake our heads, grab her hand, and tell her that things were going to be better, 
and we were far from broken — just being remodeled.
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Senses, Abroad
//  Abby van Vianen  //

I rewind once again my mind’s eye, stopping now and then to recall the images that have 
affected me most –

A highway of horizon through frosted airplane windows, 
Greek-lettered graffiti loudly splashed across every window and wall,

And a yellowing moon slipping through the gaps in the Parthenon’s crumbling columns.

I see the bruise-colored shadows of mountains scattered across the countryside like sleeping 
giants,

Two old men on lawn chairs playing chess silently in a darkened park,
And the Acropolis a glowing island, floating in a sea of fallen stars.

I see orange spears of sunlight piercing holes in the blankets of thick, cream-colored clouds,
The soft, frothy waves of the Mediterranean creeping over sand to kiss the rocky banks of 

Hydra,
And the black shadow of Vesuvius reminding everyone of their own, inevitable mortality.

I see young couples with interlocked fingers as they pass me quietly in Saint Peter’s Basilica,
People stopping in front of the waterless Trevi to take photos that will capture forever its gated 

steps and frescoes covered by scaffolding,
And all of London scattered beneath my feet, a web of streets, palaces, churches, and hostels, 

as cabs and double-decker buses crawl across slowly in the wrong direction.

I hear sky-shattering thunder as it shakes half-emptied wine glasses on a tiny wooden table,
A scruffy, flea-ridden cat mewing pathetically as she begs for scraps beneath the checkered 

tablecloth of a café table,
“Silence, Please” as we attempt to elbow our way through the crowd to steal a glance at the 

famous Sistine Chapel ceiling,
And tour guides speaking quietly into tiny microphones, enthusiastically sharing the triumphs 

of gladiators and warriors who risked their lives for a chance at eternal glory.

I smell the musty salt of the sea as I attempt to work my way through the tangle of Venetian 
streets,

The scent of garlic and oregano spilling out of every open window as I window shop in Piazza 
Navona,

And the sweat and B.O. of weary tourists and travelers as they desperately push their way onto 
an already-full metro car.
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I am pushed aside by an illegal umbrella salesman as he races across the bridge to escape the 
vehemently pursuing carabinieri.

I am lost and alone inside of a strobe-lit club, the heavy bass of foreign music forcing my heart 
to pound.

I am humbled and awed by the ceiling of stars glittering over the black waters surrounding 
Nafplio.

I am far away from the world I once knew, from my family, my home, and who I was before I 
left.

I am fulfilled, 
My dreams realized, 

My pilgrimage complete.
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Untitled
//  Megan Berry  //

One year, nine months, and nineteen days later, and I still do not know if it was my sister or 
I who let out the scream that pierced the sterile air of the hospital room. The choked sob that still 
haunts me every time I close my eyes. 

For two days, I had stood by bed five in the ICU, listening to the drone and beep of the 
fifteen IV drips pumping through my father, measuring his every breath. He wore a white mesh 
cap that looked like it was taken straight out of some corny sci-fi movie with alien testing. The 
colored wires and stickers protruded from every inch of the cap, encompassing my father’s 
head. I teasingly tried to reassure my little sister: “Dad will love his outfit, the dress, the hat, 
everything, when he wakes up.” 

When my uncle interrupted the conversation I was having with his partner, when he told us 
we needed to get Melissa and get to the hospital, that’s when I knew: I would never see my dad 
again. My mother told everyone that my sister and I thought Daddy was waking up, and that’s 
why we had to hurry. We were going to get to see him again. But I knew otherwise. I felt it in 
me, and saw it in my sister’s face. 

At least I got to say goodbye; we all did. The doctors and nurses cleared out all the tubes 
and wires, so we could see him as a person and say goodbye that way. I clenched his clammy, 
antibiotic swollen hand in mine and kissed his cheek, as I choked out, “I love you, Daddy.”  Then 
the nurse quietly and quickly ushered us out. Behind me, I could hear the frantic beatings of his 
monitors start to slow as his body shut down. 

Time of death: December 20th, 12:01 p.m. 
Cause of death: Unknown.
Five days after, and I was still reeling, still empty. It didn’t feel real; it was as if I was merely 

an observer watching someone else’s life spiral out of control. The presents we had bought and 
wrapped for my father sat unopened under a neglected fir tree, to be forever mysteries. Our 
Christmas tree stayed up in our living room until January 7th, and I watched the pine needles 
slowly dry up and fall off, one by one, until they were all gone. My only thought during that 
holiday season was that maybe if I broke my fingers, I wouldn’t feel the break in my heart. 

Time heals all wounds. Or it at least plugs the hole until something rips it open again. 
Exactly two weeks after everything happened, I was okay enough to go back to work at the 
same hospital Daddy died in. I did my job — professionally of course — but when a call came 
to take someone to the ICU, I could not do it. I tried, I really did. I took the wheelchair all the 
way up to the double doors, right before the sterile rooms. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t walk past 
that room and not cry. 

Once school started again, once there was some normalcy in my life, it got easier. Easier, 

NONFICTION

but not easy, and still nowhere close to normal. My mom went back to work, full time, at the 
company where Daddy used to work. I became a “soccer mom,” taking my sister to school and 
picking her up. Doing the grocery shopping and paying the bills. I went from eighteen to forty-
four in one year. In one moment.

The worst part now is having to tell people. On job applications, in interviews, in day-to-
day conversations. Oh, what does your father do? “Well, he’s dead.” Once you say those words, 
there is no going back. The pity enlarges their pupils, and they look at you as if you were some 
poor, trembling flower in a storm about to break. But I’m not. At least not anymore. I can handle 
the holidays with minimal tears now. I can accept the fact that I will have to walk down the aisle 
at my wedding holding a picture of my dad instead of his arm. Death changes you, makes you 
stronger. You know you can survive. I know I did.

NONFICTION
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CD Contents

1. Shine    Melissa Modifer – Songwriter, vocals
     Nathan Richard – Piano
     Jayson Coppo – Violin
2. Chimera   Sydni Budelier
3. A Sad Plane Job   Mathieu Schmidt – Guitar, oud, bouzouki
               Juliane Hendershot – Guitar, charango
4. Before the Storm   Bethany Brown – Composer
     Emilio Vazquez – Violin
     Clarice Collins – Violin
     Alexandra Friedman – Viola
     Marquerite Salajko – Cello
5. Wine Red Darling   Cary Kelly – Songwriter, vocals, guitar, drums
     David Hjelmstad – Mandolin
6. Taking Off!   Owen Ma
7. Chasing Remorse   Pictures of Cake

Cover artwork, Untitled by Daniel Mariotti
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Film
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1. A Way of Life      Yihyun Jeong
2. Pure X “Heaven”     Saxon Richardson
        Ben Kitnick
3. The Bus Driver      Scott Van Tuyl
4. The Backpaker’s Guide: Preparing to Take on The Wild  Joseph Raiton
5. From Maize to La Mesa     Yihyun Jeong
6. It’s Never Too Late to Have a Happy Childhood  Dressler Parsons
7. Laurel       Hannah Houts
8. Naco Wellness Initiative Center    Elizabeth Blackburn
        Erica Lang

Cover artwork, My May by Patsy Sandoval

DVD Contents

Mnemosyne Terrace
//  Kimberly Kottman  //

Mnemosyne Terrace is set so far in the future that humanity does not remember the society that 
exists today. Magnus City is built on the ruins of an ancient civilization (ours), and its main 
power source is magnetic fields and polarity. The scarred girl (who later names herself Edna) is 
a chimera human of sorts. She has been created and pieced together as part of an experiment in 
attempt to form a vessel; one for the soul of Doctor Generro’s deceased daughter, Mariella. The 
scarred girl is one of many failed experiments and must be destroyed before the public learns 
about Generro’s illegal practices in reanimation. 

Generro has hired a mob, run by Claude Draegan, to procure fresh body parts in order to fit the 
physical specifications required to build the perfect daughter. This leads to many murder victims 
with missing body parts, forcing city defense force to implement a curfew. One of the mobsters, 
in the middle of a murder, is stumbled upon by Parker, a polarity engineer who is working late. 
Through the chase by the mobster, Parker runs into the scarred girl. Neither Parker, the mobster, 
nor the scarred girl knows who/what she really is. With no memory, the scarred girl (Edna) is 
determined to discover who she is and if she can still be who she was in her supposed past. 
Parker and the scarred girl must hide from the mob, as well as (unknowingly) Generro, who are 
still in pursuit to keep the two quiet.

INT. LABORATORY –- NIGHT

Medical equipment and computers are illuminated by green tinted 

lighting.

The title at the top of computer screen reads “Subject Cerebral 

Networking Input System (SCNIS).” Behind the computer screen 

across the room is a large mechanism with the word “Clotho” 

printed on it.

A pair of young, feminine hands begin typing on the keyboard.

Closeup of her eyes. Her eyes are pale blue in color, almost 

white. She has a heavy amount of eyeliner and mascara applied. 

The text on the screen reflects in the young woman’s eyes.

A stern, masculine voice speaks.

GENERRO(O.S.)

Mari, I’m finished here. You may 

proceed to cleaning the surgical 

Film
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tools.

A view of MARI from the back. Her brown hair is in a tightly 

wound bun. Her waist-length white lab coat is pristine and the 

seam in her stockings are perfectly straight down to her black 

pumps. She blinks in response to the saccharine command.

MARI

(expressionless)

Yes, Master.

FADE OUT:

FADE IN:

EXT. BACK ALLEY –- NIGHT

Thunder sounds far off in the distance. Fog rolls in from a 

river nearby.

The buildings and skyscrapers of Magnus City appear decrepit in 

the dark. The layer of fog around them makes the skyscrapers 

look as if they are an ancient city floating among the clouds. 

Few of the tallest buildings are lit (only the first few floors), 

the rest are pitch black.

The streets are paved with dark cobblestones. Portions of the 

road are breaking apart, revealing a muddy foundation. There 

are no vehicles in sight; no people.

A brick-laid clock tower reads 9:10. The hands of the clock 

appear as if they will fall off at any moment, creaking as they 

tick forward. 

An old street lamp flickers in a back alley of Magnus City.

A girl awakens, naked and shivering. She looks into a puddle of 

water where she has been laying. As she sees her reflection, she 

notices her young appearance of about twenty-two years old. The 

girl looks at her scarred body.

SCARRED GIRL(V.O.)

What happened to me? 

She looks closer into the puddle and sees that her eyes are two 

different shades of blue. 

Film

SCARRED GIRL(V.O.)

Is that...me?

She brings her hands close to her face to see the scars of old 

wounds and the stitches of the new.

The SCARRED GIRL lifts her head and closes her eyes, inhaling 

deeply.

SCARRED GIRL(V.O.)

Rain.

She runs her fingers through her damp hair and feels the back of 

her neck. She winces. She draws her hand away.

Rags are on a clothes line strung up between two buildings. 

The SCARRED GIRL sees the garments whipping in the wind and 

proceeds to fumble her way up a fire escape to reach them.

EXT. BACK ALLEY –- MOMENTS LATER

The SCARRED GIRL shakily buttons the large garment, a kind of 

dress or night shirt that is dingy white and hangs down at her 

knees. She proceeds back down the fire escape.

EXT. BACK ALLEY –- MOMENTS LATER

Back on the ground, the SCARRED GIRL’S feet sink into the mud-

caked pavement of the alley.

Thunder sounds again in the distance. She looks in the 

direction of the thunder and begins wandering her way through 

the back streets of Magnus City.

The sky is pitch black. Then the storm clouds move to reveal a 

crescent moon. 

The dim moonlight flickers in the reflection of her eyes. Thunder 

sounds again loudly as the clouds blow back over the moon. The 

light vanishes from her eyes.

TITLE: Mnemosyne Terrace

FADE TO BLACK:

FADE IN:

Film
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EXT. BEHIND AN INDUSTRIAL ZONE –- SAME NIGHT

PARKER WYLES, A man of about thirty, walks briskly in the cold 

night. He has a scruffy five o’clock shadow. His brown hair 

brushes across his forehead lightly where faint wrinkles begin 

to form over his worried brow. 

He looks down at his analog watch often.

PARKER

Damn. Past curfew. 

A loud noise clangs and resonates between the building walls. 

PARKER stops and looks around anxiously. He lets out his breath 

which is visible in the cold, night air.

A woman’s shriek sounds. Slow footsteps sound shortly after.

PARKER frantically takes cover behind the corner of a building. 

He peers around and struggles to see through the thick fog. 

The fog begins to separate. A large, dark figure is visible 

about thirty feet away. In response to seeing the figure, PARKER 

ducks down into a crouch, hiding.

The dark figure hovers over a woman lying in a pool of blood. 

Her dead eyes are wide and appear to be fixated on PARKER who 

peers out from behind the corner.

PARKER’S eyes widen as he clutches at his necktie in horror. He 

falters. His watch scrapes against the brick wall.

The sound of the watch alerts the dark figure (now visibly a 

MAN). He whips around and moves toward PARKER.

PARKER

(barely audible)

Fuck.

PARKER runs.

The MAN chases him, shooting at PARKER with a pistol-like 

weapon, a strange insignia printed on the side in red.

EXT. MAGNUS CITY BACKSTREETS –- CONTINUOUS

PARKER runs, ducking under girders and industrial equipment.

Film

He makes a sharp turn around the corner, glancing behind him as 

he does, and runs into the SCARRED GIRL, almost knocking her 

down. 

Their eyes meet as PARKER struggles to pull her up. 

Shots fire and strike into a brick wall just behind them. The 

two look at each other with wide eyes. 

PARKER locks eyes with the girl and gives a slight nod.

The SCARRED GIRL looks at him intently and quickly shakes her 

head no.  

PARKER takes hold of the SCARRED GIRL’S arm anyway and pulls 

her along to flee. She struggles against his grip in vain.

They run through the city: under lengths of cable into a 

construction site. 

They knock over canisters, bricks, and wooden planks.

The pursuer stumbles and falls. He reaches for the SCARRED 

GIRL’S ankle and grabs hold. PARKER halts, swaying in a forward 

motion and then back in recoil. 

PARKER grasps the SCARRED GIRL as she struggles to break free. 

She twists her knee to loosen the MAN’S grip, crying out in 

pain. She wrenches away. 

The two begin to run again.

With the MAN now yards behind them (due to his fall), the two 

are finally able to outrun him and duck behind a dumpster. The 

SCARRED GIRL, barefoot, steps on shards of broken amber-colored 

bottles. She falters and bites her lip in pain, gripping 

tightly onto PARKER’S arm.

Silence.

Quick footsteps sound at the end of the alley.

The dark figure slows his pace to look around. 

The MAN stops next to the dumpster that the two are hiding 

behind and peers into the darkness.

He bangs his pistol-like weapon against the dumpster. The 

SCARRED GIRL jumps a little and PARKER quickly covers her mouth 

with one hand and grips onto her arm tightly with the other.

Film
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MAN

Ya can’t hide from Draegan! He’ll 

find you!

The MAN turns on his heel. At a quick clip, he exits from where 

he entered, his footsteps echoing increasingly softer.

Film

The Boiling Pot
//  Joshua Essenburg  //

EXT. COUNTRYSIDE - DAY

WIDE SHOT: An undernourished prairie. Every blade of grass on 

the prairie is prickly and undernourished, and the trees are 

dying.

The three pigs walk across the field and towards their 

individual houses made of straw, sticks, and bricks.

AMIDST THE TREES:

A spy is sitting amidst the trees. A creature whose cruelty 

knows no limits: Ralph Wolfennel. He is kneeling on the forest 

ground with a pair of the binoculars in his furry paws. He 

looks through them.

P.O.V OF THE BINOCULARS:

The binoculars are focused on the three pigs. Herman enters the 

straw house. Christopher walks into the house made of sticks. 

Oswald goes into the brick house.

BACK TO RALPH:

He lowers the binoculars and spreads a devious smile across his 

face.

COUNTRYSIDE:

The wolf, approaching the straw house, crawls on all fours 

towards the straw house.

When he is only a few feet away from the door, he stops 

crawling and stands upright. Then, he removes the Luger 108 

pistol from its holster and points it at the sky.

BOOM! The gunfire startles a flock of birds in the distance.

RALPH

Little pigs! LITTLE PIGS! You 

Film

an excerpt from
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better get your fat, wide asses out 

of there! You are all in a heap of 

trouble! Come out now, and you will 

suffer less.

Not a peep is heard. Ralph is enraged.

RALPH

I have means to blow your house 

down! You better get out of there, 

fast!

Herman, who sounds pretty fearless, can now be heard off-

screen.

HERMAN (O.S.)

Not by the hair on my chinny chin 

chin, you hairy bastard! You are 

just going to have to force me out 

of here.

Ralph laughs maniacally. This must all be a joke!

RALPH

I WILL BLOW YOUR HOUSE DOWN! Now, I

am going to give you three seconds. 

Three goddamn seconds!

No reply.

RALPH

Alright, that is it! Here it 

comes! You are all destined for 

the boiling pot, anyway. Not like 

resistance is going to be of much 

help...

He inhales a huge gulp of air and BLOWS.

The straw house EXPLODES. Strands of straw fly in several 

directions.

Film

WIDE SHOT: Herman, now in full view, runs away from the 

explosion. He races past the still-standing stick house and 

enters the brick house in the distance. He slams the door shut.

Ralph is now more furious than ever before. He sprints toward 

the second house at an astonishing pace.

He stands before the house made of sticks, ready to attack it 

with all the strength he can muster. Judging by the pulsing 

veins in his neck and the blood-red eyes, it’s clear this whole 

ordeal has frustrated him beyond belief.

RALPH

LITTLE PIGS! If you don’t come out 

of there, I am going to shoot you 

right where you stand! You think a 

pansy house made of sticks is going 

to stop me?

CHRISTOPHER (O.S.)

Not by hair on our chinny chin 

chins, you murdering son of a 

bitch! Come in and get us!

Ralph laughs halfheartedly.

RALPH

You can count on that!

He takes in another gulp of air and BLOWS. This gust of air is 

more intense than the one before it.

The house collapses, revealing the two startled pigs. They both 

run away from the collapsed house. In a hurry, they enter the 

last house standing: The house made of bricks.

This attempted retreat amuses Ralph. He walks over to the brick 

house, ready to blow it down as well. After all, this should be 

an easy task.

He screams at the top of his lungs.

Film
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RALPH

Alright! You have one house left! 

Do you have any idea how much I am 

going to hurt you now? You won’t 

even be able to crawl by the time 

I’m through with you!

Not a sound.

RALPH

Those stubborn little bastards.

He takes the biggest gulp of air yet and BLOWS. The air 

collides with the brick house, but it does not even tremble. It 

stands just as firm as it did before he blew air at it.

This is not what he was expecting. His eyes are now bulging out 

of their sockets.

OSWALD (O.S.)

Ha! Now what are you going to do? 

We are independent pigs, unlike all 

the rest. We are pigs who fight back 

against those who try to take our 

lives away from us! You do not have 

a chance here, you beast. Go blow 

your hot air somewhere else.

Ralph, stunned, now begins to hyperventilate.

RALPH

But I still have a gun! And your 

door can be broken down easily!

CHRISTOPHER (O.S.)

I would NOT try it! We wired that 

door to explode if anyone besides 

us tries to get in! We knew that 

this would be the safest house 

to hide in, so we took extra 

precautions!

Film

Ralph is running out of ideas. He looks up at the chimney. It 

does not have any fire or smoke billowing out of it.

RALPH

(To himself)

Well, then...I will just have to go 

in another way.

His claws protrude out. Then, he JUMPS with all of his might. 

He is able to grab onto the gutter with his claws.

He then forces himself up onto the roof of the brick house. He 

stumbles a couple of times, but that does not stop him from 

climbing aboard. Once he is on top of the roof, he walks toward 

the chimney.

But his efforts fail. The foundation beneath his feet falls 

apart, causing the wolf to fall into a wide, gaping hole.

And we are-

INT. BRICK HOUSE - CONTINUOUS, DAY

Flakes of paint rain down upon the carpet. The wolf, 

unconscious, lies among the debris. It is a somewhat pitiful 

sight.

CUT TO BLACK.

FADE IN:

OSWALD (V.O.)

Wake up!

The image comes into focus. Ralph, still lying on the carpet, 

now has a strand of rope tying his hands together. He slowly 

opens his eyes, unable to see anything clearly.

The three pigs are surrounding him. They all look very proud of 

the work they have accomplished.

Ralph gazes into Oswald’s eyes, searching. Oswald squats down 

to his level.

Film



118 119

OSWALD

(Taunting)

So, this is what happens when the 

miserable and oppressed catch their 

oppressor.

Ralph does not utter even one syllable.

OSWALD

Your kind is responsible for the 

massacre of thousands. We are a 

peaceful race. Why do you want to 

kill us?

Ralph already knows the answer to that question.

RALPH

Peaceful? Yeah, you have all proved 

that today. You are all lower than 

dirt. And I laugh every time I hear 

about you filthy mud eaters being 

boiled alive. I think it is the 

loveliest news on Earth. But why 

do we hate you so much? Because us 

wolves have persuaded every other 

race of animals to bow down to us. 

We took over your government, and 

all we want is to be fair leaders. 

But what do you swine do? You have 

the GAUL to say we do not deserve 

to lead. (Getting angrier) That we 

do not deserve to lead you. That is 

ingratitude at its finest. You pigs 

DESERVE TO DIE!

OSWALD

Sure, we refuse to bow down to you. 

But is wiping us all out the best 

way to handle that? You wolves have 

done nothing but prove how savage 

Film

you are.

RALPH

Well, what are you going to do with 

me? You are all already guilty of 

escaping one execution. It is not 

like you can just kill me. Then, 

you would be murderers, a much, 

much more serious offense.

The three pigs smile simultaneously.

CHRISTOPHER

We escaped Grodgewitz because they 

were going to kill us. But you will 

not escape from us. We are going 

to give you the same treatment you 

have given others...

HERMAN

An eye for an eye. Your kind has 

killed thousands of our kind. But 

soon, we will have our revenge.

Whether you like it or not...soon, 

you wolves will all burn.

Fear begins to overtake Ralph.

RALPH

What? You can’t just kill all of 

us! You said killing is nothing but 

savage!

HERMAN

But you misunderstood us. Us pigs 

were helpless and innocent. You 

wolves are murderers. You chose to 

slaughter the innocent.

OSWALD

That makes you evil. And today, we 

are going to vanquish evil.

Film



120

Ralph is now filled to the brim with fear.

RALPH

(Trembling)

What are you going to do??

Oswald puts on the biggest grin ever.

OSWALD

Send you to the boiling pot, of 

course.

He points at a large, bubbling cauldron that sits on the 

fireplace. This is Ralph’s fate.

Ralph SQUIRMS. He looks like a helpless worm about to be snared 

on a hook. Oswald shoves a handkerchief deep into the wolf’s 

mouth. Ralph mumbles a series of incoherent words. He pleads 

with his eyes.

The three pigs lift the wolf off the ground and raise him into 

the air. Then, they start their march towards the cauldron. The 

cauldron awaits Ralph.

Film
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