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Dear Reader,

For ten creative years, Lux has brought the work of talented undergraduate 
students to the pages of our magazine. Year after year, we are blown away 
by the imagination and dedication these students show in their literary and 
creative pursuits. It is never easy selecting which pieces we will publish, but 
we are excited to present this edition of Lux which features the work of 49 
students who are at the forefront of their crafts.

The tenth year of Lux has brought a number of exciting milestones.  We 
hosted our third annual fall Coffeehouse and Open Mic Night in ASU’s 
Secret Garden, where we collected donations for Free Arts of Arizona, a local 
non-profit that provides art therapy to abused children. The Coffeehouse 
garnered its highest attendance yet and featured performances from poets, 
musicians, writers and dancers. We also had a fourth year of partnership with 
Blue Door Studios, which welcomed our musicians into their studio to record 
professional tracks. Finally, we broadened the criteria of our film section with 
the publication of three short documentaries.

I would like to thank the wonderful Lux staff, ASU faculty, generous donors, 
family, friends, and the many talented ASU undergraduates who have 
supported Lux’s mission over the last ten years. We could not make this 
magazine without you. 

I hope you enjoy the tenth edition of Lux as much as we have enjoyed 
publishing it.

Sincerely,
Linnea Bennett
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Silver Calling
Philip LaMaster

The pillar of smoke arose above the bonfire like a banner. Underneath it, a group of men 
languished in the warmth of the fire, offset by the chill of the autumn wind. Their voices rang out in 
the forest, brash and confident and full of life. Their words were picked up and carried by the wind. 

To one side of the fire, two of the men wrestled while their companions laughed. They were 
stripped to the waist, and their blue war tattoos shone with sweat. One of them threw the other, 
and the whole group erupted with laughter as the victor did his war dance. On the other side on a 
makeshift spit, large pieces of meat were roasting, sending the fragrance over the whole campsite. 
A young boy stood tending the meat licking his lips. After a quick look behind him, he reached to 
twist a chunk of fat off the tip of one of the shoulders. 

“Shantra, what’re ye doing, lad?” He was spun around by a hand on his shoulder. Standing over 
him was the only man still wearing his sword. Shantra looked at the large boots. The older man 
grinned. 

“D’ya want to eat that, boy?” The man grinned beneath his raven-colored hair. Shantra nodded 
his head slowly. The two stared at each other for a moment. 

“I asked if you wanted that?” The man leaned in close. Shantra nodded again. “I can’t hear you. 
Maybe you should speak up.”

Shantra looked down at his feet again. He could feel tears pricking the corners of his eyes. The 
man laughed and slapped the boy’s shoulders.

“Eat up. You’ll need it.” He walked away, swaggering over to the other men. Shantra watched him 
walk away and wiped at his eyes. Lley always beat him when he cried. His back ached as he watched 
Lley talk to the men. Soon after, they came over to eat and Shantra gave them slices of beef and 
strips of fat straight from the spit. The men ignored Shantra; he was of no interest to them. They 
knew he belonged to Lley. 

“Lley, was that the last farm?” One of the men asked. Lley smiled. 
“Yes, that was the last farm, and the last farmer’s daughter, before the Druid’s wood.” 
The men roared with laughter.  Shantra had only seen the girl for a few moments, but he 

remembered the fear in her eyes. He understood what she’d felt like. It felt good to know someone 
else feared Lley like he did.   

“You boys liked that last treat, eh?” Lley held up his wrist, showing a bright silver bracelet. It 
looked too slender for his thick arm. “The farms were not the last of our spoils. Soon, we will be at 
the Druid’s shrine and we’ll have all the spoils we want there. Wrap the meat well and sleep soundly. 
Tomorrow, we move into the Druid’s wood.” 

The men nodded and soon began chatting and laughing. Night fell around them quickly, heralded 
by the sharpening of swords. Shantra heard their voices float in and out of the smoke as he cooked 
the meat and wrapped it as best he could.

“The Druid. . . I’ve heard of warbands that never returned from his wood.” 
“Aye, but Lley returned. He had silver with him too.” Shantra listened carefully, trying to pick the 

stories out from the roar of fire. 
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“I still don’t know how he ever survived. In the wood no less.” 
“And he had silver. There’s treasure at that Druid’s shrine.”  
“Plenty of it too. We’ll buy plenty of swords and slaves when we return.” 
“Aye, if we return. It is the Druid’s wood.” 
Shantra heard the fear in their voices, but he didn’t understand it. He didn’t understand who the 

men would be afraid of besides Lley, with his sword and his swagger and the sneer that he got on 
his face every time he saw Shantra. That sneer meant either chores or beatings, and if he were drunk 
it only meant the latter. 

The night creeped in as the fire began to burn down. Above the smoke banner, the stars laughed 
at the collection of men beneath them. The stars themselves were in no danger of invasion: their 
heavenly country was far too guarded. After the men had gone to sleep, most with axes or swords in 
their hands, Shantra lay on his back staring at those stars. From time to time, they winked at him. 
He could run to them, he thought. He could run, but the scars on his back reminded him of the 
consequences. After staring at the tempting country above him for what seemed like an eternity, 
Shantra managed to fall asleep. He slept soundly under the stars’ eyes. 

The only difference Shantra could see in the forest as they walked through it were the birds. He 
had never seen so many ravens in his life. Every tree branch seemed to have one sitting on it, with 
his black wings wrapped around his body like a blanket. They would cock their heads to the side 
as the group of men walked by. A couple of men with bows shot at them, but Lley quickly stopped 
them. Lley always fingered his silver bracelet when they walked by a raven, and once Shantra saw 
him spit in front of one of them. 

After walking for the day, Shantra would gather wood and start the fire while the men looked at 
each other warily. Every day they seemed to talk a little less. Lley began setting up a night watch. 
Shantra didn’t understand why, but he accepted that he would have to share his stars with whoever 
the sentry was. He would often stay up listening to the sound of the sentry breathing. 

One night, three or four days after they’d entered the Druid’s wood, he woke up to relieve himself 
in the woods. The fire had died down and the stars and the moon gave everything a fuzzy edge. As 
he stood in the temple of trees, one of the ravens landed in front of him. Shantra backed away slowly, 
but jumped as he felt talons on his shoulders. Another raven firmly grasped him, although it didn’t 
break his skin or pierce through his tunic. He didn’t dare move. 

He could feel its cool beak open the collar and his back seemed to twitch a little. The two birds 
exchanged a glance and a raspy caw. Shantra didn’t know whether to be afraid or not. The shadows 
the birds cast were larger by far than they were, and it made them look monstrous. The two birds 
cocked their heads to the side again, and then were gone. They didn’t leave a feather behind. 

Lley was waiting for him when he got back. The man was fingering his bracelet and in the 
moonlight it seemed almost alive.

“Couldn’t run this time?” The sneer was still in his voice, but there was an undertone of fear in it. 
Shantra had never thought of Lley being afraid before. “You’ve seen him, haven’t you? What did he 
look like this time?” Lley stood up and moved close to Shantra. “You’ve seen him, I can see it in your 
eyes.” His hand was where the claw had been mere minutes before. To Shantra, the warmth of his 
hand seemed heavy. Lley’s eyes flashed in the reflection from the silver bracelet. 
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“Good thing you can’t tell anyone. Good thing.” He shoved Shantra away and walked past him, 
standing in the edge of the clearing. Shantra lay down and the stars winked at him. He thought he 
saw a shadow pass over them for the briefest of seconds. 

A few days later while they were walking, they saw a herd of deer in the distance. One of the men 
had his bow ready, but as he bent it to shoot, it split along its length, all the way from the top to the 
handle. The sound echoed through the trees. Lley cursed him in front of the troupe, but it didn’t 
help to bring the deer back. They were gone. The cawing of ravens all around seemed to mock them. 

That night, after they made camp, Shantra thought about how good that fresh meat would have 
tasted. The meat they had butchered at the farm was cold and greasy, reheating it in the night by the 
fire was no longer enough. He had heard many of the men muttering amongst themselves and the 
man whose bow had split sat by himself, far from the fire. Shantra saw Lley make the sign of the 
evil eye at the man and then began nervously playing with the bracelet. 

Accidents happened over the next few days. One man slipped and fell into the fire, burning his 
entire leg and ruining his boots and clothes. Shantra could see him wince every time he moved. 
He and Lley got in an argument shortly afterward, but the next morning he was marching with 
everyone else. 

They didn’t see any more animals, other than the ever-present ravens. The birds were always 
within sight. Shantra sometimes thought they winked at him, but he never saw the same bird do it 
twice. None of the men dared to shoot at the birds anymore. Soon they were bold enough to swoop 
in near the fire pit and eat crumbs. One man tried to catch one, swearing it would be good luck, but 
Lley slapped him, hard. He said that the ravens were the ‘Druid’s birds’ and he didn’t want them 
near him. The men didn’t try to be friendly with the birds after that. 

The forest they walked through now was ancient. Many of the trees were as wide as Shantra was 
tall, and their moss was as thick as his hands. None of the men would speak, except at night and by 
the fire. Shantra loved the trees; they were strange but friendly. Wide and burled with their open 
hands stretched to the sky and wildflowers and grasses at their base. 

One night, Shantra was falling asleep staring at the stars when he thought he heard them singing. 
It was a quiet, high-pitched harmony that grew louder and louder: a stark and beautiful melody, 
the song of winter nights and running on ice. Shantra could almost see the landscape that the song 
came from. He fell asleep to the hum of the forest vibrating his bones. 

He awoke to the sound of the men talking in low voices. Nearly every single one had already put 
on his war gear—axes and swords stood over their shoulders like children strapped on the backs of 
mothers. Shantra heard a few low grumbles from them. 

“. . . Poor omen indeed. . .” 
“. . . Couldn’t sleep all night. . .” 
The men stopped when Lley started to speak. 
“All of you heard the wolves. Keep the fires going and our food secured. Don’t go wandering alone 

at night.” Shantra noticed the men look at each other warily. Lley scowled. 
“Eh, any man can go back if he wants. When I return with bags stuffed with silver and the 

Druid’s blood on my sword, I’ll be adding his.” The men looked at each other, and nodded. 
One of them stood up. Lley’s sword flew out of its scabbard. The two looked at each other. 
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“Lley, sheath your sword.” The other man spoke quietly as he took a knee, and Lley responded 
with a hearty warrior’s embrace. 

“We’ll reach the lightning tree tonight, and after that ‘tis only one more day to the shrine. I have 
not led you astray, I swear on my life.”

Shantra noticed that Lley’s eyes were completely bloodshot. 
That day, they did reach the lightning tree. It stood alone in a meadow, surrounded by flowers and 

grass, a monument to the storm that had broken its reign on the forest. This grandfather of a tree 
was nearly half again as tall as any other tree in the woods and the base would have taken five men 
to circle it completely. Shantra thought it must have been there since the beginning of the world. 
It had raised and protected its children and now could stand over and see the generations from the 
center of the forest. Out of reverence for their deposed monarch, no birds rested in its branches. No 
moss grew on its sides. 

They camped under its branches that night. Their fire set its smoke banner next to the lightning 
tree and there was some cheer. They realized they were close, and there was much talk of silver and 
slaves and even some wrestling. Shantra did notice that they were very wary of stepping near the fire 
and many cast wary glances at the tree. 

Lley stayed close to the fire the whole night with his eyes staring deep into the flames. None of 
the other men approached him. More than once, he snapped at Shantra to throw more wood on the 
blaze. Once while he was walking by, Lley grabbed him by the shoulder and pulled him down. He 
grabbed Shantra’s wrist and forced the bracelet on to it. 

“Do you like it, boy?” He smiled. “It looks more comfortable on you—that lady’s wrists were a 
little narrow for me.” Shantra tried to squirm out of his grip, but Lley held him too tightly.

 “You see this silver? It looks just like what I bought you with. I stole that silver from the Druid, 
and this was the last place I saw him. Here by the lightning tree. I know that you’ve seen him too.” 
Lley smiled, showing far too many teeth.

“If you see him again, show him this bracelet. Hold it up and let him see it. Let him know that 
the same way I got this bracelet, I’m gonna get his treasure.” Lley laughed, a quick and nervous 
hacking. “She screamed - you heard her. He’s gonna scream too. I know where he’s from. I know it 
all. I’ve seen the door. I know what’s behind there.” Shantra struggled again and Lley released him, 
laughing. He fell to the ground. 

“I’ll take my bracelet back next time we’re here. The Druid knows we’re coming; he’s seen us.” 
Lley turned back to the blaze. “Get more wood for the fire. We’re keeping it going tonight.” The 
wolves started howling in the distance. Shantra stumbled off to find more wood, hoping to escape 
before Lley could see the tears in his eyes. Soon afterwards, the men started going to sleep, except 
for Lley, who stayed staring into the fire. Shantra lay down and looked up at the stars, but their 
dancing soon tired his eyes. 

He woke in the middle of the night. His scars were hurting again. After he had stood up and let 
his eyes adjust to the low light of the dying fire, he noticed Lley had fallen asleep still sitting with 
his sword across his knees. As he put more wood on the fire, he could feel the hairs on the back of 
his neck tighten and stand on end. He turned and saw it.

The wolf was taller than Shantra’s shoulders and its fur rippled with silver, black and white. 
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It looked like it had come from the land of the stars, like it had run from that far country, and if 
Shantra sat on its back, it would take him back. Shantra looked it in the eyes, those great blue-and-
green topaz eyes that echoed the fire and the moon together. 

The wolf inclined its head, and Shantra could feel it asking him a question. He answered it by 
holding his wrist up. The silver band felt heavy and cold on his wrist. It shone at the wolf and the 
wolf ’s eyes shone back; Shantra felt like they were having a conversation in which he could be only 
an observer. After a moment, the wolf nodded and threw back his powerful jaw. A bloodcurdling 
howl screamed out, bouncing across the woods and demanding an answer from the stars. As it went 
out, Shantra’s scars felt like they were on fire. All around, a legion of similar voices answered. 

Lley jumped up with a yell on his lips. His sword flashed from its scabbard, gleaming in the 
moonlight. The men soon followed suit. They were warriors, and they knew a battle cry. Although 
the howling continued, the wolf was gone. Its great padded feet had left no imprint. The men looked 
at each other and at the cold, autumn sky above them. There was nothing but howling left. 

Most of the men tried to return to sleep but Lley and Shantra stayed staring at the fire. The 
wolves’ song lasted until the grey fingers of dawn filled the woods. The red tip of the sun lit up the 
monolith, making it seem as if it was on fire. Lley looked at Shantra and at the silver bracelet. 

“You saw him again, didn’t you?” His eyes flashed in the light. “You saw him. Did you give him 
my message? What’d you tell him? Did you tell him I was coming? Of course, he already knew. He’s 
known since I left.” Lley laughed nervously again. 

“To think last night was the first night I slept since the farm.” 
The men walked that day in total silence. The only sound in the whole wood was the ravens’ 

cawing and hackling and the crunch of leaves and needles under their feet. Shantra occasionally 
saw a low-flitting shadow in the corner of his eyes and wondered if the wolf from last night was 
following them. The band of men pressed through the thorns that tore at them, the brambles that 
grabbed their boots and tunics and the trees that pressed closer and closer in around them. Around 
midday, they stopped briefly at a small stream and refilled their water skins. 

At the stream is when Shantra began feeling his stomach clench up. His muscles curled and 
uncurled themselves in his abdomen. He noticed that the others were looking nervous and 
uncomfortable too. The only one who seemed ready to continue was Lley, who looked feverish and 
energetic. His fingers, so used to playing with the bracelet, danced on his sides or polished his sword 
pommel as he walked. He looked as if he couldn’t stand to do anything but press on. His eyes had 
sunk deep into his face, and he scowled whenever he saw one of the ravens. 

After a couple more hours of pushing through the forest, they entered a large clearing with two 
buildings in it. One was a simple cottage, with a garden behind it and a few ambling goats. The other 
was the shrine. It was constructed of tightly cut stone, smooth and polished by time. Its obsidian 
walls looked like they didn’t belong in the peaceful clearing. There was only one door, so dark it 
looked like it had been carved of ebony. Many of the men subconsciously drew back upon seeing it. 
They looked sick. Shantra was afraid of the building; it reminded him of the dark spaces between 
the stars. He drew to the back of the company. 

“Hail.” A deep voice called from out of the cottage. An old man walked out. His hair seemed 
a bright white, but perhaps only because his beard was pitch black. Although his steps were slow, 
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he stood up straight. His deep brown eyes surveyed the company. Around his neck hung a simple 
amulet, made of silver, but otherwise he had no adornment. The effect was that of a man marked by 
time but somehow beyond it. Upon seeing him, Lley drew his sword immediately. The steel looked 
out of place in the grove.

“Hail, guests. And welcome to you, Wanderer.” The Druid’s staff bent towards Lley, who flinched.
“Wanderer, it has been long since you visited me here, in the valley. It has been long since you 

came, feverish and sick, with broken bones and pierced flesh.” The Druid came forward as he spoke, 
and the weapons of the company flashed out. The glitter of swords and axes was contrasted by the 
shine of the simple amulet on the Druid’s chest. 

“I must warn you, guests, this is sacred ground. This place does not tolerate weapons or violence.” 
The Druid spoke slowly and quietly. His eyes flashed. “But, Wanderer, you are welcome here. Come 
inside. I will tend your sick and wounded.”

Lley turned to his men. 
“Trust not his voice, brothers. He will hypnotize you. Don’t be afraid, all he has are conjurer’s 

tricks.” Lley laughed nervously. “You call me Wanderer, but I have seen much in my wandering since 
you last saw me, and I know your secrets. I know your lies. I know what is really in ‘this place.’” He 
gestured behind his back at the archers. 

“This place tolerates no lies, Wanderer. It has called me as its guardian, and to tend it, but even I 
cannot break its rules.” As soon as he spoke, the archers released their arrows but their shots went 
wide. His eyes looked sad. “I warned you, guests, this place will not tolerate violence. You cannot 
harm me in this place.”

“He speaks lies. He is just a man, like any of us. He can bleed.” Lley’s sword tip swung back and 
forth. He stepped forward and when the men hesitated, he cried out, “You came this far, but here 
lies your reward. You must take it over his body.” 

“I do have some power here, guests.” The Druid sighed as the men stepped forward. “The power 
here has kept your sick so far, but I release it.” He made a gesture and Shantra began retching. 
Soon, his vomit was spraying across the ground. Many of the men were on their knees and a few 
broke from the line to run into the woods. They could be heard receding, their breath ragged and 
punctuated.

“They were already sick. This is just a trick.” Lley’s face was flushed and his words came between 
gasping breaths. “But they will recover. You’re just a man.”

“Wanderer, why did you return here and drag these men with you? You know you are welcome 
here. You need no force.” The Druid took a step back, towards the Shrine. Lley continued walking 
towards him, slowly. 

“I know what’s behind the door. I know there’s treasure.”
“You know nothing, Wanderer. You are a fool indeed if you pretend knowledge of this place. It is 

a power far more ancient than this forest.”
“A hidden door contains a great treasure. I’ve seen it on your staff, your scrolls, even the doorway 

itself.” Lley’s sword swung and the Druid was no longer there. Instead, he again appeared by his 
cottage. A pair of wolves came from its door behind him. Shantra noticed that they weren’t as large 
as the one from the night before. 
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“The Shrine contains something far more than silver, Wanderer. But be wary, I am not the only 
guardian of this place.” All around the clearing, wolves stepped from the woods. Ravens appeared 
on every tree branch. The animals were eerily silent. The men formed into a circle, with their swords 
facing out every direction. Shantra stayed on the ground in the middle of them. He didn’t dare run; 
Lley would see him. Around his wrist, the silver bracelet felt cold and heavy. It was an anchor that 
rooted him to the spot where he stood.

Lley took a step towards the Shrine. The door seemed to be inviting him. Behind him, in their 
circle, the men whispered with excitement. Shantra looked at that door, and shuddered. The Druid 
called out. 

“Wanderer, you and your men have blood on your hands. You must leave this place or be 
condemned.” Lley took another step. The Druid called again. “Wanderer, you truly do not 
understand this place.” 

“Druid, I did not come to hear your lies.” Lley said. The Druid gestured and fire shot from his 
hands and licked towards the company. A few broke ranks and ran, but more than half remained.

“Don’t be afraid men. The Druid said it himself, he cannot harm us in this place.” Lley’s hand 
grabbed the door handle.

“Wanderer, the Shrine will condemn you. It knows about your murders, your rapes, your thefts. If 
you open that door, you will be damned. And your men along with you.” 

“I have dreamed of this door since I left this place, Druid. Since I left, the door has been calling 
me. I can’t leave without the treasure behind it.” Lley’s eyes looked completely red, as if his pupils 
were floating on blood. He turned the handle and pulled. As the door opened, a light poured out. 
Shantra heard the sound of fire and a rushing wind. The light in the clearing was so bright he 
couldn’t see anything. It was shining silver, stronger then the moon, brighter then any of the stars. It 
filled every crevice, and every reflective surface burned into his eyes. The silver bracelet on his wrist 
seemed like it was keening, calling to the light in the Shrine. It felt almost like it was pulling him 
into the door.  

All around him, the men screamed and broke ranks. He heard some trying to run away, and the 
growling of wolves. Beneath him, the ground seemed to tremble, and he could feel the tearing of 
the wind all around him. Shantra closed his eyes, but still the light throbbed through him. His head 
burned and the scars on his back felt like they were being opened again. All around him was the 
crashing of steel and howling of wolves. Throughout his body, the light throbbed and rattled his 
muscles and bones. 

As the sounds died, so did the light behind his eyelids. When he opened them, the men were 
gone, but the Druid was standing there extending a hand. 

“You’ve been screaming, child.” Shantra looked at him and noticed the wide gaps between his 
teeth and the mole on his chin. The Druid smiled at him. 

“I saw your scars, child. I saw them on your back that night, when you first entered my forest. I 
do have a little magic of my own; I can help you.”

Shantra stood up, slowly, and noticed the silver bracelet still on his wrist. He held it up to the 
Druid. 

“That was the Wanderer’s? I healed his physical body, but he left before I could heal his mind. 
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The sickness for silver has been with him so long. This is yours, though, you deserve it more than 
I.” His fingers wrapped Shantra’s around the bracelet. The Druid beckoned, and a raven lighted 
upon his shoulder. He whispered to the bird. “Tell your brothers that the Wanderer is dead, by his 
own hand, and that they need no longer watch for him.” The bird flew off, and they heard a host of 
caws and cackles across the glade.

 “Come, child. You are weak. Weeks of eating rotten meat and wandering through the woods 
have made you sick.” The Druid led him into the cottage and he ate a meal of hearty stew and fresh 
bread. There was clean spring water and a warm fire in the hearth. That night he slept next to the 
fireplace on a bearskin rug, wrapped in a cocoon of blankets. 

When he awoke in the middle of the night, he wandered out into the glade. In the woods, owls 
hooted and in the distance, the wolves howled. Above him, the stars glimmered and twinkled. 
He remembered the light that he had seen, and how it had made every piece of metal a star. He 
remembered how the stars had invited him to come to them, time and time again. Tonight there 
was no Lley to stop him. The scars on his back didn’t ache any more. 

He looked at the shrine door. In the night, it was so dark, it seemed open already, as if there were 
no more than a curtain there. To see the star within its walls, he had only to push through that cloth. 
He wondered what it would be like, to respond to the call of the stars; the call he had been pushing 
down for so long. With each trembling step he took towards the door, his heart beat ‘til his eardrums 
throbbed. Above him, the stars invited him to run, to run towards them. The door was just a curtain. 
The stars were calling.
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He had seen the old man smelling the cigar before. Just after practice, when mother had called 
him back to change from his dirt-stained clothes, he had snuck past her in the laundry room and 
spotted his father in his parents’ closet, and just under his nose, the cigar. 

It was God’s cigar. The kind of fat stack you’d expect being puffed by a mustachioed Zeus. It 
had muscles, a bulk of a thing, and he could smell it from the door. Thick tobacco, just like how his 
father’s coats always smelt. Warm. Bark like. Immaculate in its presentation to the nostrils. Mixed 
in with tobacco-leaf and ancient-matchbook-yearnings drifted the sharp smell of history’s last 
midnight fornication. 

It was Pan’s smile and tip-toe dance over women in soft moonlight, with cigar in hand.
La Corona. The mystery. It was his father. The cigar under the nose, just above the lip, right 

beneath The Walrus.
It was forbidden. The smell was the ambrosia of a Mexican whorehouse. The smell was the 

embrace of death. The fatal hug. The smoky wisp of St. Lucifer curling his red tail.
These things, the cigar encompassed. It dealt not with contradiction, it merely was (the cigar had 

its own reasons for the way it was and frankly could not give a damn either way). He saw them in its 
physique. Felt them in his hands.

He had slipped into the room and the closet after his father left for the hardware store. His 
mother was asleep in the living room, near an empty bottle of wine. There was not the welcome-mat 
of tobacco smoke there. Just the much too sweet taste of forgetting. 

He didn’t want to forget, not this, not a glimpse of the dream. 
Taking a coat from the highest place he could reach, he slipped the cigar from its safe-hold in the 

small cardboard box and held it in his hands like a zeppelin. The coat draped over his shoulders and 
down well behind his feet. 

He reached into the right pocket of the coat and with fate and a pantheon of gods behind him, 
there was most naturally a sleeve of matches waiting for the touch of his fingers. 

He pulled them out and observed them, three sticks in the fold, before placing the torch in his 
mouth. 

The cigar dangled from his lips. Hanging there, it was Cuba. It was his father. Viva la Revolución, 
it said as it danced from one side of his mouth to the other. 

The match struck as if under orders and the flame eagerly jumped to the mouth of the cigar.
In the mirror, with the ember glowing bright, without a single cough, he puffed the stack. If his 

father saw him then, surely, he would be proud.

 

La Corona
Thomas Hawthorne



20 21

FICTION

Under the Grapevines
Christina Arregoces

“I’ll tell you a story now.” He looked at me to make sure he had my attention and he spun the 
black plastic of his straw through his glass like a minute hand. “It’s a story about three acres and one 
grandchild-turned-son. They could have had stables of children running around in that yard. But 
instead, they just had me.” 

I watched his mouth do what it always did when he started to tell me a story he knew I’d like. The 
left half of his lips spreading into his cheek, curving upward, just a little. I used to think that’s where 
he held his secret, in that little left crevice of his mouth. 

“Blackberry bushes, dirt paths, bricked-off flowerbeds everywhere you looked. And to the east side 
of the garden, just before the fence that separated my yard from the street, were vines—grapevines. 
They hung from a metal rod my grandfather built years before me, and they draped to the ground 
like a blanket.”

That was when the waitress appeared. I said hamburger and Nick said chicken and bell pepper 
panini and she left the same way she came. I waited and he touched my hand above the table. He 
liked to know my expressions. 

“I used to walk beneath those vines every day, touching the grapes with my fingers, even though 
I knew I wasn’t supposed to. And one day, I happened to look up. There was my grandmother, 
standing on the upper deck of the porch, just watching me. I thought for sure I’d get it then—my 
grandfather liked to make his own wine with those grapes, and there I was, ringing them with my 
dirty fingers like tight little bells. But she went back inside. And that night, she didn’t say a thing 
about the grapes.

“Two days later, she found me in the alcove, scrunched up on a pillow, watching the lightning bugs 
outside. ‘Nick,’ she said, ‘I know why you like those grapevines so much. It’s because they’re magic.’”

The secret was now dangerously close to spilling from the corner of his mouth. It looked me in 
the eye and I looked back, willing it to overflow and wash over me, like all his secrets did, like all his 
stories did.

“She told me a story then, some old Japanese tale that she had heard as a girl. The story went 
that there was once a man and a woman who were in love, but whose families wouldn’t let them 
be together. They were forced to separate, but they were allowed to meet one night a year. So they 
decided they’d meet at midnight beneath the grapevines, and each year, she’d find him there, 
waiting for her. The couple grew old, meeting under that grapevine, and one day, they died. But, my 
grandmother said to me in a whisper, ‘The story goes that if you find a grapevine and sit out beneath 
its ropes once a year on a summer’s night, you’ll hear the couple laughing amongst the stars.’”

I waited.
“That month, an especially warm July, I packed a bag full of soda bottles and crackers. When I got 

to the vines, I laid out a blanket and laid down beneath the moon to wait.”
Our food came and he stopped talking, the secret in his lips taunting me. He smirked and chewed, 

waiting for me to ask the question.
I held out as long as I could, but we both knew I wouldn’t make it. We both knew I never did.
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“Did you hear them?”
He smiled, knowing he had won. 
“I fell asleep. I woke up the next morning lying in the dirt, the blanket wet with dew. My 

grandmother never asked me a single question, and my grandfather never found out about the night 
I spent under the grapevines. I couldn’t bring myself to say a thing about it, but I always imagined I 
had heard them, laughing between those stars. That was the only night I ever tried.” 

He shook his head and picked up his fork and laughed at the boy who had slept beneath a sweet 
July moon. Or maybe it was really just at me. 

…
That July was the last July Nick would have to sleep under the grapevines, if he ever wanted to. 

Because that July was the last full month he had before he fell on the slick of his bathroom tile, 
hitting his head on the way down. He told me later that he woke up laughing at himself for being 
such a klutz—something you would do, Zo, he said. It was funny until the doctors told him that it 
was really because his kidneys were failing. It wasn’t so funny then. 

Have you ever heard the sound of your own kidneys? Have you ever heard the acidic rush of liquid 
being pushed in-and-out, in-and-out? Have you heard the soft pulses of your organs all working 
as one, all circular like a warm, muted clock? I have. I heard it magnified by the soft whirs of his 
clicking dialysis machine, a leech that stole hungrily from his arm and vomited his ruined blood into 
a darkened container by our feet four hours a day, three days a week. 

He was young to have CKD— that’s what everyone told me. Most patients who were diagnosed 
with Chronic Kidney Disorder were old, they said, worn down, they said. They were overweight, 
they said, they had diabetes and high blood pressure and kidney stones. 

It was hard on Nick. But you wouldn’t have known it unless you had studied him. Unless you 
had memorized every crease his face could make, unless you knew that in the daytime, his eyes were 
always blue and, in the dark, clouded green. Unless you had spent years watching for the trigger of 
the dimple in his right cheek, which meant he was amused. Like always, I worked to keep relaxed, 
and like always, he knew it. And in the beginning, Nick kept his secret smuggled contraband in his 
mouth even as his blood leaked from his body like a poison.

One day, while Nick sat blurry eyed and hooked to his mechanical leech, a man walked into the 
hospital room. He was tall and light haired and I wish I could say he was as beautiful as Nick, but 
he wasn’t. He was just tall and light haired and lost. I thought maybe he belonged to someone, to 
another machine-person with slowly dying insides and rusting organs. But he didn’t walk to anyone’s 
chair. Instead, he took the seat next to Nick. He closed his eyes and folded his hands and he wore 
a frayed jacket and dark jeans. As quickly as he came into our world, he seemed to have shut it out 
and Nick turned back to look at me, his hair clean and brown. He raised his left eyebrow once and 
I smiled back, agreeing, in the language Nick had made for us. But there was something about the 
man that saddened me. When he didn’t leave, I went back to my routine, trying everything I could 
to distract Nick from the ticking bomb of his body. 

…
A week later, I waited in the gift shop while Nick had yet another renal scan. Getting worse, they 

said. Transplant list, they said. I decided to look at the glass figurines. 
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I never understood the glass figurine section in the hospital gift shop. Cards, balloons, flowers, 
sure. But black painted cats with wide-open mouths and brown horses with legs splayed like 
chopsticks…who buys those? 

It was that day, standing in the gift shop, a belching glass toad in my hand, that I saw him again. 
The man in the jacket. He looked tall and tired, and he was staring at the magazines. I set down the 
toad and made my way over to him, knowing what Nick would have said if he had been there with 
me. That guy? He’d laugh. You’re going to go talk to that guy? What are you even going to say to him, Zo, 
he’d smirk, you know how you get with people. You know how you are. But Nick wasn’t there with me. 
Nick was somewhere far away attached to another machine. 

I stood next to him, staring at whatever he was staring at, and began to wonder what I had 
thought I was going to say. He said, “She died last week.”

I looked up from the magazines, their glossy covers like pools reflecting the lives of beautiful 
people who would never need to be plugged into anything that made whirring noises. “She died last 
week and it’s stupid, but I can’t stop coming back here. For two years I hated every hallway in this 
place, and now, I don’t know what else there is besides here.”

He had beautiful hands. Strong and big, moons wide as dimes on his fingernails. 
“I’m sorry,” I said. “That’s terrible,” I said.
He shrugged. “They make a mean tuna sandwich here, you know.”

…
Every week I split my days at the hospital between Nick’s smirk and the man in the jacket. Nick’s 

face was yellow now. His hair was less clean and his name wouldn’t budge from the transplant list. 
I would sit by Nick as he sat by his machine, and each day, the man with the jacket would wander 

in and take his seat to Nick’s right. No one ever asked him to leave. Nick continued to mock him, 
even as the bags beneath his eyes drooped with the same steadiness as the blood from his arm. When 
he entered our space, the man with the jacket never spoke to me. He let me be what I was with Nick. 

But when Nick had his tests —CAT scans, MRIs, abdominal ultrasounds— the man with the 
jacket belonged to me. We would sit in the hallways or the cafeteria or the benches where the nurses 
smoked in the cold entrances with the whooshing air conditioning and we would talk. I learned 
all about Sylvia and the lump. And he learned all about my Nick. His voice and his smirk and his 
kidneys and his grapevines. I began to trust him. I began to look for his silence in the chair next to 
Nick and for his words outside of the machine room. He told me stories in a voice that made me 
want to listen. And when he asked for mine in return, I found that my voice sounded almost as good 
as Nick’s did. 

…
When four months had gone by and Nick’s name had moved up only two slots on the list, he 

broke. His lean body had been replaced with someone else’s and his eyes were a constant grey 
now—a color, I realized, I didn’t know. His dialysis appointments had been bumped up to four times 
a week and he developed a nausea that seemed to tear his body each time he was hit with it. And the 
sicker he got, the quieter he became, the more I began to speak. But it was when they told Nick that 
his creatinine levels were the lowest they’d ever been that he lost it. When the doctors in their harsh 
white left, Nick turned his new eyes toward me and he spat the secret from the corner of his mouth 
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into my face. He told me I was useless. 
What the hell had gotten in to me these days anyway? Who the hell did I think I was. Why did 

I bother to come, why did I bother to waste his time by telling him my stupid stories, by running 
my mouth about worthless shit he couldn’t care less about while he was trying to fight a disease. 
And the man who told me he had once dreamed beneath the moon, the man who told me he had 
once listened for the kiss of laughter in the midnight wind tore me to pieces next to the whirring 
machine. And when he was done, the man in the jacket to his right opened his eyes and looked at 
me. I picked up my bag and I left the room with the dead end people and the grown up children, 
the husbands and the wives, the sisters and the brothers. I went down to the gift shop and I stared 
at the glass-bodied cats. 

…
Two days later, I picked Nick up from his house and drove him to his appointment. He had found 

his voice again, and he had apologized, and I accepted and listened as he tried to warm me with his 
stories and his secrets. I nodded and I let him and I slid back into my skin. He talked all through 
his appointment while I sat to his left. I looked toward the door and I waited for the man with the 
jacket and the moon fingernails. But he didn’t come. And even though I continued to look at the 
empty seat to his right, Nick never told me if he knew what I had lost. But his smile found its way 
back upon his yellow dripping skin and he took my warm hand in his cold one and he said, “I’ll tell 
you a story now.”
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The Lug Nut

Tires, used and like-new—beyond all else, they’re better than yours. Replace those worn out rubber 
shreds today!

The car stumbled into the lot with tatters of broken tire clutching the rim, the engine’s reluctant 
growl intertwining with the mechanical whines and the stomping out of cigarettes. The trusty 
mechanic approached his limping client, out of which a man and woman climbed, both noticeably 
displeased with their inclement circumstances, though the mechanic could think of no better place 
to be when one finds oneself with a flattened tire. The tragedy of the blownout tire ceased to faze him 
long ago, but he never saw such sorry stares.

We change your tires, no questions asked!

Mechanics don’t ask questions.

They change tires.

While the man requested the newest like-new tires available to outfit the car, the woman fidgeted 
nervously with the foreign, rounded metal object twirling in her hands, whose purpose was explained 
numerous times to her in increasingly apathetic tones. She couldn’t remember its name, but handed 
it over anyway when the man motioned for it. As far as she could understand, it was indispensable to 
their purpose in being there—in the removal of the old tires, that is. 

The weight of the car was on the jack and the weight of their stares and separate worries were on 
the mechanic’s shoulders. Would he spin the tires nice and quick? A clean, fast fix was what the 
man desired most although he thought he could have done the work himself. The woman, however, 
considered that this was the longest time they’d spent looking in the same direction for quite a while. 
It was a shame that this was the sight they shared.

 It was dirty work that wouldn’t please most. The mechanic both undoes the work of so-called self-
taught handymen and attempts to remedy the deterioration of an engine’s sanctity that comes with 
time. 

Can you say why we’re getting so many blowouts? This must be the fourth time these past few 
months. I think maybe it’s the heat. She seems to think it’s how I drive.

The mechanic turned to face them.

It happens to the best of us.

And on the worst of days!
That’s how it always is, isn’t it? Honestly, we give you what you pay for here, but a used tire is a used 
tire. It’s like new, but it isn’t ever quite new.

Cheap, worn out tires, patched up to your liking. Drive them ‘til the tread is gone! Then drive until 
the rims screech against the asphalt!

(thirty day warranty)
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After the tires were replaced and paid for, the man and woman lowered themselves into the car 
once again and they drove north in the direction of the city courthouse without having decided who 
would get the car.
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A Beginner’s Guide to Suicide:
How to Off Yourself in Five Hassle-free Steps
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A comedy by Daniel Oberhaus

Step the First
Harold nervously fidgeted with his car keys as he watched the man count the money again. He 

considered jokingly saying, “It should all be there, I just printed it this morning” but decided against 
it. The man didn’t seem like the joking type and arranging a hit was certainly not a time for mediocre 
comedy. He looked up at Harold, his eyes concealed behind cheap gas station sunglasses, apparently 
satisfied with his recount. 

“You’re positive you want to do this?” he asked with a southern twang. “I don’t give refunds.” 
Apparently comedy was acceptable. Harold nodded and the man pocketed the money. “And you’re 
absolutely sure you don’t want any contact information in the event you decide to call this off?” 

Harold nodded again and the man stuck out his hand, an odd formality, given the situation. 
Harold’s hand felt sweaty and limp in the man’s firm grip. 

“It was nice doing business with you,” the man concluded as he turned and climbed back into his 
car, starting the engine. 

He leaned out the window. “Just to recap, you want it to happen sometime within the next two 
weeks but you don’t want to know how or when?” 

Harold nodded a third time, the car coughing and sputtering as it turned around, a trail of dust 
rising behind it as the man navigated out of the empty gravel parking lot. Harold stood motionless as 
he watched his fate merge into Texas’ evening rush hour traffic, eventually disappearing from sight. 
He lit a cigarette and leaned against his car, exhaling smoke and relief into the sweltering summer 
twilight. 

Step the Second
  Harold looked around at his average sized condo, tastefully decorated in accordance with 

the latest Ikea regulations. On the northern wall hung a photograph of the esteemed Dr. Marx in 
all the bearded glory of his failed revolutions and by the window, a statue of the Buddha sat serenely, 
its eyes closed in Nirvanic contemplation. Harold stood in the middle of his idolatrous imagery, 
appraising his medium build, subpar haircut and department store suit in a full length mirror.  
Each morning, prior to climbing in his midsize sedan to make his midsize commute to the Times, 
Harold would inspect his appearance with fascist rigor, which only resulted in the accentuation of 
his midsize existence. He was not poor enough or foreign enough to be angry at societal injustices, 
nor was he white enough or wealthy enough to enjoy the freedom that accompanies the title of 
oppressor. It was precisely this mediocrity of middle class life, where the constituents are neither 
master nor slave, which led Harold to the liberating conclusion that living was entirely not worth the 
trouble. It wasn’t really sadness that birthed this revelation, but rather a holistic apathy toward life. 
In fact, the day that Harold finally decided to act on his suicidal urges was not much different from 
any other. 

Harold arrived at his cubicle in the Times office at exactly three minutes to nine, and promptly 
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began shuffling through the day’s work. On his desk sat piles of manuscripts, and it was Harold’s duty 
to review these and fairly critique the merit of each work. He had begun his employment as a critic 
at the San Antonio Times with a passion for literature, a passion which faded as the months turned 
to years and his job slowly turned into a career. Harold’s direct superior would stop by Harold’s desk 
each Monday morning to drop off this week’s cultural garbage, usually a tedious medley of vampires, 
idealized sex and other mind numbing rot which was sure to be this year’s bestseller. 

The Führer, as he was affectionately known to his subordinates (his real name being Hans Heydrich 
or something similar, no one could seem to remember), was a German immigrant, supposedly the 
son of a European publishing behemoth, a fact which did not adequately account for his middle 
management position at the Times. After dropping off the ‘Publisher’s Copy for Review’ (not for 
resale), Harold would not see Heydrich (or was it Himmler?) until edits. Holzmann’s aloofness was 
probably explained by Harold’s aptitude for writing intelligent critiques about novels whose authors, 
in all probability, were barely literate. Harold used to pride himself on his reviews, which he often 
considered better literature than the book being critiqued; in any case, his characters were more 
developed. His reviews had since gone from unique works of art to basic, repetitive formats; what 
was a scathing critique of an author’s minimalist tendencies in one review was construed as praise 
of a work’s avant-garde nature in another. In fact, there was one instance in which Harold tested 
his theory by writing an identical review of four individual novels every other week for two months. 
Later that year, Harold was awarded a twenty dollar Applebee’s gift card and a halfhearted round of 
applause at an inter-company award ceremony for the fairness of his criticisms and unique insight. 

Harold wasn’t even sure what his purpose as a critic was anymore. It seemed rather trivial to 
attempt to objectively critique “written art” and then shove his opinions down the throats of the 
Times’ unsuspecting readership.  Someone had once told Harold that the realm of professional critics 
was inhabited by no one but failed artists, and the longer Harold remained at the Times, the more 
absolute this truism seemed to become. 

On this particular day, Höhnreich stopped by Harold’s cubicle unannounced, something so 
uncharacteristic of him that it prompted Harold to quickly glance at his ‘cute animals’ themed daily 
calendar to assure himself that it was, in fact, Wednesday. A baby seal in a top hat stared back at him, 
reminding him that his calendar was twenty seven months expired and that there was someone out 
there in the world who was getting paid to take pictures of animals dressed in formal Victorian-era 
evening wear. Herr Helfenbein slapped down a new manuscript on top of the woefully neglected 
pile of work, informing Harold in a refined, continental parlance that this new manuscript had just 
come in and was to become Harold’s topmost priority. 

“The publishers are trying to get this on the shelves by the end of the month so they want a review 
out no later than Friday. Apparently this girl came out of nowhere, wrote this fresh out of high 
school and critics are already saying she’ll be the next big thing. I say one hit wonder at best. Anyway, 
give it a once over and get your critique to copy sooner rather than later.” 

Without allowing Harold any time for a response, Hoelscher wandered off, his Italian leather 
loafers clunking softly on the linoleum flooring as he marched back to his office. Harold picked up 
the manuscript, which was entitled Camus’ Dilemma, and began listlessly flipping through its pages.  
It was the story of a girl who, distressed over a lost love, eventually decides to take her own life, a 
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remarkable coincidence which, given his recent temperance, was not lost on Harold. Harold did not 
believe in divine signs but if he did, he knew this would be one. He also knew that if his life was 
a story, this happening would seem too forced and overly cliché. Alas, Harold was not a fictional 
character in a mediocre story and Camus’ Dilemma did not make him want to blow his brains out 
any less. Quite the opposite was the case. 

Harold continued reading the story in which the girl, having decided upon her course of action, 
would undoubtedly proceed to muse over the ideas of death, love and heartbreak for another two 
hundred overly sentimental pages. As he carelessly scanned the narrative, which depicted several of 
the young woman’s failed suicide attempts, Harold found himself not so much looking for points 
of literary criticism, but rather motivational inspiration. He had never considered holding up a gun 
store before, but now that he thought of it, it wasn’t a half bad idea. Harold set the story on his desk 
and began massaging his temples, languidly appraising the mountain-esque molehill of manuscripts 
in front of him as it became quite apparent what had to be done. He reached under his desk for his 
secret stash of Lifesavers candies and began nervously sucking on one after another (they served as 
his less-than-adequate substitute for cigarettes during business hours) as he tried to come up with 
a way to take his own life. Somewhere between overdose and noose, a Lifesaver became lodged in 
Harold’s throat, causing him to cough and sputter in a manic attempt to dislodge the candy. He fell 
to the floor grasping his throat, his face turning blue from lack of oxygen when it dawned on him 
that this was exactly the solution he had been looking for. Accepting his fate and thankful that he 
would not have to work up his courage enough to pull a trigger, Harold lay on his back, staring at 
the ceiling, trying his best to fight his natural urge to cough. With his head throbbing from oxygen 
deprivation, his vision slowly began to narrow…

Suddenly, Harold felt himself being lifted from behind as one of his coworkers clumsily attempted 
the Heimlich maneuver, eventually succeeding in dislodging sugar coated death from Harold’s 
airway. As Harold collapsed in his swivel chair turning around to face Betty, his cubicle neighbor 
and destroyer of dreams, a crowd began gathering around him. 

“Harold, are you alright? That was a close one! Thank God I took that CPR class last winter,” 
Betty exclaimed to an approving audience. Harold just stared at her, dumbfounded by his misfortune. 

“Wow, Harold, you owe her your life,” one of his coworkers boldly stated. 
“Oh, there’s no need to thank me Harold. I’m sure you’re still pretty shook up,” Betty glanced 

around at onlookers. “Come on guys, we should probably give him some space.”
As the crowd slowly dissipated, Harold stood up and, saying nothing, proceeded to hurriedly pack 

all the manuscripts into his briefcase before leaving his cubicle for the last time. He walked glumly 
past Betty, giving her a halfhearted smile and a nod that was supposed to convey appreciation for 
her heroic act.  “Take it easy, Harold,” she called after him and Harold, without turning around, just 
raised his hand in acknowledgment as he walked toward the building’s exit. 

Step the Third
Albert Camus once wrote that the only true philosophical question was whether to off yourself; 

everything after that was just details. This is precisely what preoccupied Harold’s mind as he sat up 
to his neck in bathwater, choking down a cigarette like it was his last, which in all probability, it 
would be. Within arm’s reach of Harold sat a Breville toaster oven, with four extra wide slots (perfect 
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for toasting bagels) and 1440 watts of electricity coursing through its hardware. He brought the 
cigarette to his lips, trembling as he eyed the inconspicuous kitchen appliance, and wondered if he 
should leave a note after all. 

He had attempted to transcribe his endless musings on life in a semblance of a suicide note earlier 
that day in his office; however, the attempt ultimately culminated in a dismal failure. The note, 
which currently resided in pieces at the bottom of Harold’s waste receptacle at the Times, did not 
adequately seem to capture his abhorrence for living. Furthermore, Harold was not convinced that 
he was even famous enough to warrant a suicide note. Surely anything he would write would pale 
in comparison to Thompson’s “Football Season is Over” or Howard’s extinguished lamps. Besides, 
his letter would not become an interesting historical footnote, but would forever remain as evidence 
item C.34a, filed under ‘Gibbons, Harold M.’ in the San Antonio forensics department’s file cabinets. 
Harold’s family tree had long since wilted and died, with Harold being the pitiful stump to indicate 
that it once existed. His friends, who were in actuality mere acquaintances, would never see the note 
and it seemed rather trivial to pour his heart into something that the investigating officer might 
read before commenting “poor bastard” while proceeding to box up all of Harold’s belongings to be 
auctioned off at a later date.

Harold finished his cigarette, letting the butt fall into the tub with a lackluster hiss, and picked 
up the toaster. He set it on the edge of the tub and wondered how long the pain would last. He 
had originally wanted to use a shotgun, figuring it would be quicker and less painful. He ultimately 
decided against this however, after the kind sales clerk at Joe’s Guns ‘n Ammo informed him that 
he would have to endure a waiting period of “three to six business days” before his application for 
possessing a firearm was processed and approved. That, and he felt bad for whoever would have to 
clean his body matter off the carpet the following day; it is almost impossible to remove red stains 
from twist pile carpeting, and Harold knew that Arm and Hammer just wouldn’t cut it. 

Harold reached for another cigarette to calm his nerves. He had all of eternity waiting for him 
and it could be postponed for just a few more drags. As he puffed on his last cigarette, and this time 
it definitely would be his last, he grabbed the toaster and held it high above his head. He wondered 
how ridiculously melodramatic he looked, a naked middle aged man holding this standard kitchen 
appliance above him at arm’s length, a comical gift to a nonexistent god. He closed his eyes and 
hoped cigarettes were cheaper in the afterlife as he let the appliance slip from his grip, sealing his 
fate. He exhaled tar and nicotine into the still air as everything went black. 

Harold swore under his breath. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” he muttered as he climbed from the 
tub, shakily groping for the light switch. He flicked it a few times, cursing his misfortune. He located 
a flashlight under the sink, specifically stored for such occasions, and assessed his surroundings. The 
toaster sat at the bottom of the tub, as non-lethal as ever, with two cigarette butts floating aimlessly 
in its midst. No matter, the generators would kick in within the hour, allowing Harold to finally 
complete the business at hand. 

Harold wrapped a towel around his quaking frame and proceeded to check all the light switches 
in his apartment. Nothing. He slumped on his couch, listening to the clock on the wall opposite 
taunt him with tics and tocks, assuring him time was still passing. He lit a cigarette, dragging 
impatiently on the phallic symbol of his addiction. He finished the smoke and lit another, closely 
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followed by another, his suicidal will escaping with each exhale. If he wanted to make this happen, 
it had to happen now. He couldn’t wait for the generators lest he lose the courage it had taken him 
months to accumulate. He climbed from the couch and walked to his wardrobe, selecting his nicest 
suit and a cashmere tie which he slowly donned before heading downstairs to the garage annexed 
to his condo. Harold closed the garage door, climbed into his sedan and started the engine. With 
death riding shotgun, Harold reclined his seat, closed his eyes, and waited for the nothingness. As 
carbon monoxide began saturating the air, Harold found himself wondering why he had bothered 
to put on a suit. No one would find him for days, and would probably only find it once the smell of 
his decomposing and bloated body forced the Home Owners Association into action. Any attempt 
at saving his dignity would be gone regardless, but at least it wouldn’t be as embarrassing as being 
found in his birthday suit. 

Harold awoke to an annoyingly persistent ringing in his ears, letting him know his car had 
completely run out of gas. He pounded the steering wheel, frustrated tears rolling down his face, 
the blaring of his horn drowning out his profanities. What man is such a failure that he can’t even 
manage to take his own life? Harold’s body began convulsing uncontrollably; the weight of two failed 
suicide attempts was beginning to take a toll on him. A man can only come to terms with death so 
many times before sacrificing any semblance of sanity. As Harold quaked in pitiful self-loathing in 
the dark basement garage of his rented condo, all the courage necessary for the realization of self-
inflicted death drained from his being, the void filled with an immeasurable cowardice. The desire to 
die remained as strong as ever, but the mental means to this end had all but vanished.  It was clear 
that if Harold really wanted to die, someone else would have to do the killing for him. 

Step the Fourth
Luckily for Harold, it turns out that there are some people who will do just about anything 

if you wave enough money in their face and it just so happened that Harold had acquired some 
acquaintances throughout his short life who were just these kinds of people. The following morning, 
he decided to dial an old high school friend, Robby MacPherson, on a whim. Robby had dropped 
out of Middleton High just three months shy of graduation to pursue hedonism and motorcycle 
maintenance in a mechanic’s garage on the south side of Austin and it seemed plausible that he 
would be willing to assist Harold once he learned that he would be compensated with Harold’s life 
savings, which amounted to a whopping $62,318.74. 

“Look, I’ll help you out, but there’s no way in hell I’m going to be the one to do it. I’ve got a buddy 
who I guess you could say has a pretty loose sense of morals who’d probably be more than willing, 
though. When I say loose, I mean looser than those old whores out on the corner of Fifth Street, ‘ya 
dig? Anyway, I’ll set you up with him under two conditions. The first being that I get ten grand for 
setting you two up and the second being that you don’t leave a note with my name on it or nothing. 
I’m still on probation and can’t start getting implicated in murder.”

“Assisted suicide,” Harold interjected.
“Call it whatever you want, man. The fact of the matter is you’re asking someone to kill you. So 

look, I’m not going to give you the guy’s name in case something goes wrong, but if this is what you 
want, you just tell me where and when you want to meet up with him, and I’ll make sure he’s there.”

Harold gave him an address for a small, vacant parking lot in front of an abandoned building 
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that used to be a 7-Eleven outside of San Antonio. They would be away from prying eyes and could 
conduct their business in peace. 

 “Alright man, well, best of luck to you I guess. As for my guy, don’t worry about not knowing what 
he looks like or anything. You’ll know he’s the guy you’re looking for when you see him, and you 
definitely don’t have to worry about him not following through. He loves this kind of shit.”

Step the Fifth
After passing off the money to Robby’s friend and securing the details for the assisted suicide, 

Harold was amazed at how full of life each hour of his day seemed to be. The knowledge that he 
had at most two weeks left to live and that his death could occur at any minute made Harold live in 
each passing moment and appreciate all the trivialities of everyday life. Harold’s resolve to die did 
not weaken as a result of this newfound appreciation of life, however it did make the act of eating a 
half gallon of ice cream completely guilt free. 

Harold would begin his mornings with a walk to a nearby coffee shop, where he would buy 
the morning’s edition of the Post and drink his coffee while enjoying the brilliant weather. Harold 
smiled at passersby and would stop to make small talk with strangers, things he had built an aversion 
to over the years. Harold found himself beginning to love life again, with a love that can only be 
born from knowing that you will soon be dead. He supposed that in reality, everyone was living in 
uncertainty on a day to day basis and should be equally able to tap into the liberation that is living 
in the moment. Even those who had not entered into an irreversible contract for self-murder with 
a total stranger still had the random chance of dying on a daily basis, but obviously this was not a 
sufficient reason for being truly happy with the present and could not stop the incessant breeding 
of future plans and past regrets. Harold now understood how the terminally ill could move through 
the grieving process so quickly once they are informed they’ve reached the “four months left mark.” 
It is impossible for anyone to know the pure bliss that comes with complete relinquishment of any 
semblance of control over your own life. In a sense, Harold realized that the control never really 
existed at all; it was merely a persistent illusion and only once this illusion of order and control over 
your own life is shattered is it possible to be truly free and happy. 

On the Thursday after the meeting in a vacant lot with the source of his liberation, Harold woke 
with the sun and promptly began preparing one of his favorite meals, a casserole dish that was the 
staple dish in his mother’s cooking repertoire. He placed the casserole in the oven and left his condo 
to commence with his daily walk to the coffee shop, deciding to bring a few of the manuscripts he 
had taken with him from his office for some light reading over his coffee. Harold hardly noticed 
the movers unloading boxes of possessions from a truck and either hoisting them with a rope or 
carrying them into a high-rise apartment building as he passed them by. One of the movers quickly 
glanced at Harold from behind cheap gas station sun glasses as he was unloading a box, pausing 
only temporarily before carrying it into the apartment building. Harold made it to the coffee shop 
and casually greeted the barista while skimming over the manuscripts. He selected a table on the 
patio and decided to continue reading Camus’ Dilemma, which was by no means a literary triumph, 
but at least it was vampire-free.  He immersed himself in the reading and quickly lost track of time. 

After idly passing nearly an hour reading under the Texan sun, he finished the novel and placed it 
on the table. It had culminated with the protagonist shooting herself in the head, which in Harold’s 
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opinion was not only predictable but entirely cliché and anticlimactic. Just as Harold had predicted 
at its outset, the entire work was overly sentimental, entirely misogynistic and full of idealized 
heteronormative, lackluster sex scenes. It would definitely be a bestseller. As Harold sipped his 
coffee, lamenting the death of literature, he realized with a start that he had left his casserole in the 
oven, where it was no doubt slowly beginning its transition from a culinary triumph to an inedible, 
charred hunk of unidentifiable omnivoric delights. 

He quickly packed up his belongings and hurriedly retraced his steps back to his condo, 
absentmindedly weaving his way through pedestrian traffic, upset over the thought of his burning 
dinner. As he passed by the apartment building where the movers were busy hoisting a grand piano 
up to the window of a seventh floor apartment, a rope inexplicably snapped, something the San 
Antonio police department would later chalk up to a random, unfortunate occurrence. As the piano 
became victimized by the laws of gravity, one of its legs collided with Harold’s skull, shattering the 
few cubic inches of brain matter necessary for the sustainment of life, killing Harold on impact. 

As the piano leg mercilessly made its way through Harold’s cerebral cortex, he found himself 
completely overwhelmed with the comic nature of his demise. As it proceeded to obliterate the 
corpus callosum, Harold couldn’t help trying to recall the state in which he had left his condominium. 
He wasn’t sure if he had remembered to clean up the empty beer bottles and tubs of ice cream that 
had littered his living room the night before. He hoped the San Antonio police didn’t pass too 
much judgment. As the immense weight of the instrument crushed his thalamus, Harold found 
himself hoping that he had adequately hidden his meager collection of soft pornography beneath his 
bed. Surely the police investigators would find it eventually. How embarrassing. As the instrument 
completed its descent, severing what was left of Harold’s head from his spinal column, everything 
went black.
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Marcela
June Yoon

Marcela hasn’t talked to me all morning. She refuses to. Yesterday I told her I’m leaving for the 
border. I’ve been talking with a neighbor about it for weeks. He told me of his cousin who crossed, 
who’s living in a small apartment somewhere in Yuma right now with a great job and enough food 
and everything. He works as a construction worker and depending on the season, he says the pay’s 
real nice. He makes enough money to pay the bills and I heard he spends the rest on girls and 
alcohol. 

After my neighbor and I decided, he gave me this backpack. He said it’s all I’m supposed to bring, 
and that I’m supposed to stuff it with as many things as I can think of, but right now it’s lying empty 
and openmouthed near the foot of the bed. It’s difficult to pack when you don’t know where you’re 
going or how long you’re staying there. My neighbor just told me it’s all sand and air. He told me 
that the sun would make my face hurt and that the skin on my lips would crack and bleed. He said 
that I should stay away from caves and that I should watch the way I walk because after a while my 
shoulders will start to sag and I will walk like the reaper. He said I would see strange things—things 
that would scare me and change me—and that I must learn to live with these things and learn to 
be thankful for them. That I must learn to care for them in the right way because if I don’t, they will 
grow inside me and they will settle into my bones and turn me into something sinful.

I watch as Marcela passes by me and tries not to glance in my direction. She picks up my plate 
without acknowledging anything else about me. She’s upset because she thinks I’ll forget about her 
once I’m gone. She’s worried she might be replaced by a younger, blonder American. She’s worried 
I’ll strike it big once I get there and I’ll leave her behind. I want to tell her that I’ll miss her—that I’ll 
miss everything about her. I’ll miss her smile in the early morning and the way she mumbles in her 
sleep and unknowingly reaches for my side of the bed. I’ll miss the way she counts to ten in English 
but always confuses the six and the seven.

I want to tell her all these things and let her know that I’ll still be there for her. That even when 
my side of the bed is cold, she can still reach for me. But the reality is I’ll be far away. 

Truth is, I’ll be in a different place, a different country. If she needs me she can’t have me.
***

My neighbor and I walk to the grocery store for the last time. I leave in three hours and he doesn’t 
think I packed enough food. We walk in and he watches me as I skim through all the shelves and 
fill up my basket. He watches the things I pick, making sure they’re things that I’ll really need. He 
says that I have poor judgment and that I don’t plan well for things and this makes him worried that 
I won’t survive long enough to cross.

I always wondered why he was so worried about me or why he became so bothered by the little 
mistakes I made, and it wasn’t until about a year ago that I found out. I heard he once had a son who 
looked just like me: same eyes, same hair, same accent, same walk. His son had always talked about 
how he was going to go to an American university and become a doctor when he grew up—how he 
was going to help other kids whose parents weren’t wealthy enough to afford healthcare either. He 
once told me of all the things they used to do together and how he regrets the past with as much 
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passion that’s possible. He would play card games with his son after he got home from work, tiredly 
but thoughtfully, and he would tell him frightening legends to teach him lessons or sad stories to put 
him to bed. He taught him the importance of hard work. He taught him how to swim and how to 
change the batteries in a remote control. He taught him how to tease women, play with them, and 
treat every one of them like sisters so that he would never have a problem with women his whole 
life. Even on his days off from work he would wake up early and he and his son would watch the 
morning cartoons together and later in the day they would decide on where to go for lunch. 

One day they stopped by the local café and ordered a quick morning coffee. I just introduced 
coffee to him and he was still trying to memorize its taste—this is the way he always starts the story. 
They sat at the table closest to the counter because watching the baristas greet people with their 
crooked teeth was his son’s favorite. They sat and talked about things that were happening around 
them and the things that were happening inside them. 

This is the part when my neighbor becomes quiet and looks down at the stones near his feet. This 
is the part when his voice hitches in his throat and he looks anywhere but at your face. This is the 
part when he tells you he excused himself to go the restroom and while he was gone, his son had 
wandered off on his own and was never found again. His son was twelve years old on that day at the 
café, and if he were to still be alive to this day, he would be exactly twenty-eight years and forty-one 
days old—this is the way he always ends the story.

Once everyone else heard, they all assumed it was a kidnapping. His father is the only one who 
still assumes it was out of free will, that his son wandered off on his own, and in a strange way I 
almost understand him. Kids are curious. They’re carefree and they’re reckless. But regardless of what 
others tell him, somewhere in the back of his head he thinks it was something he did. Maybe it was 
something he said to him that morning or maybe he was too hard on his son. Maybe he was too 
calloused and didn’t realize his son was one of those sensitive ones. The kind where you can’t yell at 
and you can’t grab at, but you need to let them wander off on their own and allow them to explore 
the dark and disturbing side of this world by themselves.

But now there is no one to care for on his days off, he has one less person to buy gifts for on 
Christmas Eve, and in the mornings he watches cartoons alone. Every time he sees a boy around the 
age of his son that is ten or eleven or twelve or thirteen, he’ll stop talking and he’ll stare. He’ll stare at 
the way they walk and he’ll listen to the way they laugh and when he’s forced himself to understand 
the sad reality—that his son was twelve nearly twenty years ago and that the boy he is staring at is 
some other person’s child to scold—he struggles to continue talking where he left off.

I know he believes that if his son had the chance to stay longer and mature in front of him he 
would have looked just like me. Maybe his jaw would have been angular like mine, his ears just as 
delicate or his skin just as hard, and I can see how this affects him. He’s quick to apologize now, 
almost too quick, and sometimes his hand will linger on my back long after our hug is over. He’ll 
scold me for things only Marcela has the right to mention, he’ll talk down to me but instantly praise 
me afterwards, he’ll look at me with love and mercy and pain and regret. And I’ve known him long 
enough to pick up on the moments when he’ll treat me like I’m only twelve, and the other times 
when he’ll treat me like I’m his son.

***
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Marcela hasn’t talked to me all day. She walks around the house carrying out the daily chores but 
she always holds her breath whenever she passes me. But I know her—this is her way of showing she 
cares. She tries to act strong and she tries to act hard towards these sort of things, but she’ll also find 
little ways to remind me she loves me. She’ll save plum slices for me in the fridge, her favorite fruit, 
or she’ll massage my hands when I’m asleep. I know this because one night I felt her fingers pushing 
down against mine and when I continued to feign sleep, she worked her way up to my knuckles, my 
hand, and then my wrist. She rubbed the skin between my fingers and she even rubbed the tops of 
my nails and it was only when I stirred that her fingers were suddenly gone. 

I couldn’t even tell her about the coyote my neighbor got me. A coyote—that’s the person who 
takes you as far as they can into the border and then drops you off. The rest of the desert you have to 
walk by yourself. I got the same coyote as the one who helped my neighbor’s cousin. He’s a nice guy, 
looks scary but he’s a nice guy, my neighbor tells me. I meet him in twenty minutes and I have to be 
done packing in twenty minutes and I need to say all my goodbyes in twenty minutes and Marcela 
still hasn’t looked at me. 

I’ve tried to make her look at me and I’ve done things I’m ashamed to admit. I pushed my plate 
off the table and watched Marcela get down on her knees and pick up the pieces of glass with her 
hands. I thought she’d look at me, I thought she’d hit me or yell at me and show her teeth—anything 
else would have made me happier. I left the kitchen faucet running and I slammed the cabinets shut, 
I know how much she hates that. But none of these things bothered her today. She merely walked 
to the faucet and shut it off and checked the edges of the cabinet doors to make sure no scratches 
were made. I don’t know what else to do and my neighbor is yelling for me from outside to meet my 
coyote. I don’t know what else to tell her and my neighbor is walking into the house and telling me 
to go outside, that I need to leave before it gets too dark. I don’t know what else to look at besides 
Marcela’s trembling hands as she continues to wash the dishes.

I don’t know what else to say or what to do, so I let my neighbor grab me away.
***

The coyote’s nose is long and droops down towards the ground like a dead plant. It’s covered in 
oil and glints in the sun, the rest of his face shaded by the van’s interior. He stretches his hand out, 
offering to grab my backpack, and his fingers are all crooked and his nails are long enough that 
they’re starting to curl into each other. He tells me his name, something that starts with a D though 
I can’t make out the rest because he barely has enough teeth left to pronounce his own words. He 
pulls me into the back of the van and pats me on the back, smiling at me like the way I imagine those 
baristas greet their customers. My neighbor points for me to sit and tells me that this is as far as he 
can go with me. He tells me to call him as soon as I get to Yuma and that his cousin will meet me 
soon and take good care of me. He tells me that he loves me. He says I love you. Remember me. And 
don’t forget to pray every night, that is unless you want God to remind you to. 

***
It’s a strange feeling, being in the dark. And it always seems like you start to remember the worst 

memories when you’re alone. You start to remember your first scolding or your first fight with your 
parents. You remember your first scary movie, the first thing you stole, the night you saw your 
mother cry for the first time. Or you start to remember moments that stick with you forever, like 
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when you found your father lying face down in the garage, or the note he wrote you the day before 
he decided you were grown enough to exist without one.

All I can hear is the low grumble of the van. Sometimes the engine grunts when the coyote pushes 
on the gas too far too soon. Sometimes I hear him laughing at whatever was said on the radio and it 
sounds like something you’d hear from a terrible movie that you’d never watch again.

I’m feeling every rock we drive over and I’m feeling every tree branch the coyote hits. I can hear 
the leaves scratch against the sides of the van and I can imagine them crinkling underneath the tires. 
I can feel everything and I can hear everything, I just can’t see anything. I can’t see how the coyote’s 
grabbing his steering wheel and I can’t see how much farther we have to go, or how many fingers 
I’m holding up in front of me or what kind of bug is making that clicking noise next to me. I can’t 
see how my neighbor is carrying on or what Marcela is doing back at home. I can’t see whether she’s 
crying or if she’s already entered the phase where she’s become silent and accepting. I can’t see the 
curve of her neck or the slight bend in her back anymore, and I’m already forgetting what her smiles 
in the early morning look like.

***
It feels like hours have passed before I feel the van coming to a stop. The coyote laughs one more 

time and this time it sounds like a high-pitched kind of hissing. I hear him turn off the engine and 
stumble out of the car, still laughing. He starts unlatching the locks to the back doors and I can hear 
his fingernails tapping against the metal of the door, like when a mother gently knocks on the door 
of her daughter’s bedroom after they’ve had an argument. He opens the door and I expect it to be 
nighttime already. I expect to see only stars and maybe the left side of the moon.

But we must have driven into the next day, because it is bright, it’s sunny, and it is hot. My 
neighbor was wrong—it’s not just sand and air, but there are trees. They all look dead and they’re 
all black and skinny and spindly, but they’re there. The sun is in the middle of the sky and the heat 
makes it hard to breathe as I step out of the van. The ground is hot and I can feel it through my shoes 
and all the rocks are the same ugly color.

The coyote motions me forward, his fingernails almost scratching the edge of the door even 
though it seems far away from his hand. I ask him what time it is but I can’t make out the words 
he says. He hands me a small roll of bills and when I reach for them, he grabs my hand and pulls 
me out of the van. He pulls me in close and hugs me, just like the ones I used to give my neighbor, 
and he whispers something into my ear that I don’t understand. His shoulder smells like something 
decaying but his breath feels cool and inviting against my ear. When he’s done he unwraps his arms 
from around me, his hands sliding across my back and his fingernails leaving their mark on my skin. 
He walks past me, shuts the doors behind me, turns on the engine, and jumps back into the driver’s 
seat.

The van drives away from me and I hear his laugh one more time, devilish yet comforting this 
time because I know it’s the last human sound I’ll hear for a while.

***
When you first learned how to walk, your mother taught you how to do it—how to put one foot 

in front of the other. She held your back with her hands and if you fell you’d fall on a soft pillow 
or a thick rug. Then she’d take your toys and put them up on tabletops, on the kitchen counter, 
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somewhere out of your reach. She’d walk with you towards the table, hugging your sides with her 
knees, and when you started to fall it’d be slow enough that she could catch you. She taught you 
how to reach for things and how to stand tall and how to keep your feet flat on the floor, and she 
taught you how to pick yourself up after you fell using your elbows, your hands, and then your knees. 
Whenever you’d drop your toys she would pick them up and place them on the far end of the table, 
and she’d watch you step around the table while holding onto its edges for support. Eventually you 
were strong enough that you could walk on your own. She’d walk with you to the store or she’d walk 
with you to the park, only giving you one of her hands to hold onto because if she gave you both, 
you’d suddenly become too lazy to support yourself.

You’d grow older and she’d always scold you for starting with your left foot instead of your right. 
She’d tell you people who start with their right are proud, they’re arrogant and they’re lovers of flesh, 
and people who start with their left are submissive and outspoken and more of the observant kind. 
Don’t be like your father, she always said. This is how you properly leave a room and this is how you 
live like a man. Don’t speak quietly and don’t walk with your head down—this is how you move your 
feet and this is how you walk. This is how you enter a room and this is how you carry a girl. This is 
how you disobey your father and this is how you love your brother.

This is how you step into the unknown, this is how you face what’s waiting for you on the other 
side, and this is how you become a different person for your wife.

***
My skin’s turned red and sometimes it looks like I’m bleeding, but I know I’m not. My tongue 

feels swollen and out of place and my feet look bloated like they’ve been buried in water for years. 
Sometimes I wake up before the sun does and I start walking. I’ll walk quietly because I like the 
feeling of walking alone in the dark while the sun’s still asleep and it doesn’t know. It reminds me 
of the times I used to wake up in the morning before Marcela and I would have to tiptoe to the 
bathroom and try not to disturb her. But it’d be okay if I woke her too, because then she’d lure me 
back to bed and we’d kiss and sometimes we’d make love. When I find myself thinking about her 
I’ve noticed I’ll walk a little slower. I’ll drag my feet or my shoulders will hunch or my head becomes 
heavy all of a sudden. Sometimes I catch myself walking like the reaper and I try to fix it, sometimes 
I don’t care.

I think I’ve passed four nights so far, but it’s difficult to keep track when you know there’s so many 
more waiting for you. When it’s nighttime and I try to fall asleep, it’s hard. You hear all these noises 
like clicks and groans and sometimes you swear you hear a sort of giggle so you turn around. Other 
nights there are no sounds and it’s too quiet and you can hear your own ribs move when you breathe. 
And when you roll around in your sleep and the rocks and the dirt move with you, it sounds like 
a whisper so you wake up. But when you look around and see no one is near you, you don’t know 
exactly what to feel. You don’t know if you should feel thankful that no one’s haunting you or if you 
should be sad because you’ve been reassured once again that you’re completely alone.

Right now the sun is setting and it’s my favorite part of the day. It’s because it’s the time when 
all the bugs fly away and they leave me alone, and the more shy ones start to chirp and complain all 
night long about how they’ll never get a chance. It’s during this time of day that the sun shows its 
prettiest tint and the heat becomes a little easier to suffer. 
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But it’s also during this time of day that you start to see things. Everyone thinks your mind plays 
tricks on you in the dark, when there’s no lights or colors in the sky anymore. But I think it’s during 
this moment, this shift between day and night, that the earth likes taking advantage of you the most. 
You walk the whole day guided with nothing but light and when it’s decided it’s had enough of you, 
your eyes can’t adjust quickly enough and you start to scare yourself. It’s during this time that I start 
mistaking the trees for people and I start walking towards them and if I’m lucky they’ll start to look 
like trees again. But there are other times when they don’t turn back into trees and they just stand 
there and they continue to resemble that uncle who drowned in the lake or that cousin who ran into 
the street and was hit by your neighbor’s car.

Usually while the sun’s setting I’ll sit on the ground and wait for it to become completely dark—
then I’ll continue walking. It’s easier for me this way, it becomes a little more bearable. I pick up the 
dirt and I sift it through my fingers. Every grain of sand and dirt weighs the same and when mixed 
up enough, they share one texture. But in this pile there lies something heavy and something cold. 
I sort through my hand and pick out a piece of curved metal. It’s pretty, it’s small and it’s almost 
cute and looks very familiar but I can’t seem to place where I’ve seen it before so I just tuck it in my 
pocket. I lift my backpack off my shoulders and lay it in front of me. It’s a lot lighter than before and 
there’s not much in it anymore. My water is almost gone and the rest are clean socks and drawers 
and a jacket. 

But the sun is still in the middle of its descent so I decide to unzip it and try to reorganize what I 
have left. I pull out my socks and I regroup them, I take my drawers and I smooth out their wrinkles, 
I undo my jacket and I fold it all over again. I pull out my water bottle and consider how little I have 
left and divide the amount into daily portions in my head. I’ve grabbed everything there is out of my 
backpack, but I can still feel something dragging in its bottom. I grab my backpack and reach for it 
before I can even make out what it is and I’m taken aback by what I see.

Three plums. Two of them are bruised and one of them has already begun to mold, but they all 
look just as tempting to me. Marcela must have placed them in my backpack when I wasn’t looking 
and she must have buried them at the bottom so I wouldn’t know until after I left. I hold them and 
I rub their skins, observing their shine with what little sunlight is left. I sit there, touched by the 
fact that she still manages to save me slices of her favorite fruit even when I’m nowhere near what 
I call home.

***
Sometimes I’ll be walking and I’ll think about my neighbor and his son. I’ve always imagined 

him as a fairly talkative child. Maybe short and stocky, too. But now more questions keep spreading 
through my mind and I find myself wondering about the strange and unimportant things. I wonder 
if he had any bad habits, if he ever had a chance to say his first curse word, or if he had a temper as 
short as his father’s. I wonder if he liked to crack his knuckles just like I did or if his favorite sport 
really was soccer like his father always said. 

Please don’t get the wrong impression because Marcela will always be on my mind. She will 
always be the first, and the last, and the one I will wonder and worry about the most. But at the same 
time, I can’t help but sense another kind of presence around me—something dark and something 
that could be unkind. It’s strongest during the shift between day and night, but even now with the 

FICTION

sun in the middle of the sky, I’m bothered to admit this: I can’t help but feel like there is a boy who 
walks with me. Sometimes I see him and he stands patiently and he waits in every corner, behind 
every tree, and he waits for me to remember him because everyone else has already forgotten.

***
More days have passed but I haven’t cared enough to keep track. The dark continues to move with 

ease and the sun is becoming a little less meaningful. I’ve worn most of my socks and thrown the rest 
away and what was left of my water has already disappeared.

I look in my backpack and I only have one plum left. 
***

The trees still wiggle a little when I look at them. Their arms kind of wander off when I try to 
touch them, like they don’t want me to. My neighbor told me that things like this are normal or 
that things would look far away when in reality they’re right in front of you, almost touching you. 

It’s that time between day and night and all I can do is sit. Right now I’m too afraid to do anything 
else besides wait and watch, and I know how much time I’m wasting and how much distance I could 
be covering, but when you’re afraid you don’t walk straight anymore. Your feet don’t point forward 
because you’re too afraid to go anywhere and then you naturally start traveling in this crooked line. 
Then before you know it you’re facing east or west instead of north and you don’t remember which 
way is opposite of home.

Something in my pocket keeps digging into my side. I grab it and I forget that I’ve been holding 
onto that small metal piece until I see it in my hand again. I stare at it and I almost remember 
where I’ve seen it before, but then I hear a kind of rustling and I look up. What I see is something 
unnatural—it doesn’t really resemble a tree, but it doesn’t look like a person either. Its back is curved 
and its arms hang down its side like threads, and when it walks it stumbles like there is a herd of 
children clinging onto its back. It drags itself towards the nearest tree and then makes this sound, 
like the groan of a person whose been bedridden for years, and then it straightens its back with this 
slow and steady pace like it’s a burden, and I watch as the thing and its tree become brothers. Twins.

I look back down in my lap and I remember I haven’t been praying and so I close my eyes and 
hold my hands and beg for nightfall like I’ve never begged for anything before.

***
That small metal piece—the one that’s still in my pocket—it’s the back of an earring. I remember 

seeing them hugging the backs of Marcela’s ears and she used to have extras until one day she 
completely forget where she’d tucked them away. Marcela always wanted real diamond earrings. 
Make sure they’re at least three carat she would say, always joking every time. She said they reminded 
her of the little bubbles that float up from the bottom of a wine glass. She loves jewelry, though she 
doesn’t have much of her own. When I asked her to marry me, all I had was a small child’s ring—it 
was a thin white band made from bits and scraps of worthless metal and had no diamond. 

But I told her it was white gold. I told her how long I had saved money for it and I even told her 
the place where I bought it. I made her kiss me and I made her make love to me and I made her cry. 
But God knows I found the ring behind a rock. He watched with embarrassment when I picked it 
up and hid it in my pocket. He laughed at me when I cleaned it every morning and looked so hard 
for some kind of engraving on it—some kind of mark to prove that what I was doing was sincere. 



40 41

FICTION

Marcela and I are very different. I know things that she doesn’t. She isn’t stupid, she just doesn’t 
know: she doesn’t know that when you spill the salt you’re supposed to throw it over your shoulder or 
that when a loved one is sick you skip the cracks in the sidewalk; that old people walk with hunched 
backs because they’re sad or that babies should sleep on their right side because their hearts are on 
their left. She doesn’t know that I still push her hair away from her face when she’s asleep or that we 
stopped praying for the same things a long time ago. When it comes to jewelry, she doesn’t know 
that you’re supposed to look for an engraving—she doesn’t know what a .925 or 14K means. 

Marcela doesn’t know that the ring I gave her isn’t real.
***

It’s funny how when you get so close to something, your body seems to know. Your feet become 
lighter and your mind becomes a littler clearer, and you start to become anxious because you know 
that you’re almost there and that you’re going to make it and that this will all be over. You know 
everything was worth it and you know that you’re finally done.

The unsettling part is when you’ve had this feeling for a while, and you wake up every morning 
thinking today’s going to be the day—today will be the last one—but God sits there with his ledger 
and his pen, laughing as he tells you otherwise.

***
The sun’s still asleep so when I walk I make sure my heels never touch the ground. The trees are 

becoming scarce and there’s less things to look at, but I think that’s a good thing—it means there’s 
less things out there to betray you. It feels like I’ve been walking for weeks and it feels like it never 
stops, but then I think about Marcela and I think about home. I think about how we need the money 
and how this is the only choice.

There’s a murmur somewhere far off in the distance. At first I think it’s just a fly near my ears, but 
then I start to feel tremors in my feet. It kind of feels nice, it resembles a kind of human touch, but 
then the noise becomes deeper and the sound grows louder and it sounds as if the earth is mourning 
for a meaningful loved one. The grains of sand begin to rattle a little and the idea of an earthquake 
fills my mind so I look for a tree to grab onto but they’re too spread out now and I can’t find one 
nearby. The sound becomes louder and my head feels like it’s going to burst, and that’s when I see it.

A car. Black, dirty, but something that’s earned my welcome at the same time. A man steps out 
and he’s yelling something at me but I can’t hear him and he’s holding something in his hand. I turn 
around I try to run—like when you stole your first candy from the store—but maybe it’s because 
I was walking so quietly because the sun was still asleep that my feet don’t move and I fall on the 
ground.

He yells again and tries to grab my hand but I manage to slip out. I try to run again but my legs 
won’t move. His yells become louder and he grabs me by the shirt and slaps me in the face.

After that hit, my head hurts a little less and his speech becomes a little clearer to me. There’s 
something about what he’s saying that sounds so familiar now.

The man forces a photograph into my face. It’s black and white and it shows a man wearing 
worn overalls and a large hat. Standing next to him is a small boy who looks around ten or eleven. 
Something about the small boy’s face draws me closer to the picture. His eyes, his hair, his nose—
they are the same as mine.

FICTION

The photograph I’m looking at is of my neighbor and his son. The words the man continues to yell 
at my face becoming increasingly familiar, until it finally clicks—he’s yelling my name.

And then I realize it’s him. It’s my neighbor’s cousin.
***

It took me over two weeks to cross. My neighbor tells me that’s a good number, but his cousin 
makes fun of me because he crossed in a little over one. I explained to him why it took me so long, 
how I would sit and wait during sunset, and he just nodded and his eyes became a little sad. This is 
something that we both understand.

Right now we’re both living together. This way we can both save more money—I save the extra 
money for Marcela, he uses his on more alcohol and some more girls. We both work for the same 
company and when we’re home, he shares everything with me. We share food, the same room, and 
even the same clothes.

My neighbor called me the other day. He told me about some robbery that happened two days 
ago and he told me about the weather back home and he went on and on about how proud he was 
of me for crossing.

I told him to stop. I asked about Marcela. I asked how she was doing. 
That was the most painful part of the whole conversation—when he was quiet for some time 

before answering my question. During that minute of silence, I thought that maybe she got sick. 
That maybe something happened to her or that she hadn’t been eating.

He said she was fine now and that she was better than she was before. He said that on the day 
that I left, after he walked back into the house after I drove off with the coyote, Marcela began to 
throw the dishes against the wall. He said she made these sounds—something that sounded like 
guttural screams and howls all at the same time—and that he had to grab her and pull her away 
from all the broken glass. 

For the first few days he said she wouldn’t eat, but that she was getting better now. He said she 
wasn’t having bad dreams as often and that she even started to laugh again at little jokes they aired 
on television. He said she doesn’t stare at the walls for so long anymore.

I asked if I could speak to her, but my neighbor said she’d just left the house to go to the store. That 
she must not have known he was calling me—or maybe she did.

“Tell me what you want her to know. I have pen and pencil ready. Just tell me and I’ll tell her 
exactly word for word. I’m ready,” he said.

I told him to tell her that I miss sleeping by her side every night and that she can still reach for 
me, even if my side of the bed is cold. That I still remember her voice and that her early morning 
smiles were what I missed the most. That I was secretly awake every time she massaged my fingers 
late at night and that when I come back I’m buying her a new ring. I miss pushing her hair away 
from her face when she’s asleep. I want to start praying for the same things again. I’ll be in my old 
shirts you still wear when you miss me and when you start to cry. And when I’m ready and when I 
have enough, I’ll be able to come back and give you everything that you deserve.
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We each have our water-dreams:
sirenesque echoes of a wet world when
we had no hands or feet. 
Eyes roll in, and we dream of swimming.

she sways on the bank,
sisterly to the bow-bent trees,
and unburdens her branches,

autumn-like, of their blossoms
until the water smells of meadows, the first week of May

I dreamed of living underwater, once,
my breaths so small and gentle
the water let me stay,
unbound and unmoored,
my hair a bed of drifting weeds, my body
a vessel, weightless.

(her silhouette a tidal pulse,
in and out and out and in—and now,

coming home again)

Strange, how a skeleton can long for structures it’s
never known—ribs ache for the feathering of gills 
to fill the hollows between their crescents.
Strange, how a mouth can open on its own 
to let the river in.

a moment,
mermaid-like

Some nights I still dream of swimming.
One day I think I will not wake up.
Orpheus died in the water, too,
and his cold lips sang of love right down to the sea,
who opened her dark arms and answered in familiar refrain.

she is swallowing such brightness
silver petals clamoring inside her throat

shivering translucent boughs in the water
light light unbearable light—

she dies singing

Savannah Blitch
Ophelic
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Aminah Shakoor
Unorthodox

She let out a long sigh
Handed me her cigarette, thin smoke in my eyes
I was only twelve
I took a drag
A few more cigarettes to follow
I would need it in the years to come
She emptied the bags full of clothes from the store
Expensive; she hadn’t spent a dime on them
I still loved her unflinchingly
Like my sister
She told me of her dreams, of insects eating her
Of the men who would crawl around her feet, begging to taste her skin
Begging to lift her veil, “let me see your hair, baby, belly dance for me,” spitting on her morality
She laughed “I feel nothing for them”
Lifting her tight, stolen jeans
Strutting away by day
Sobbing hysterically at night
Images of her brother in handcuffs, bloodshot eyes
Smelling of weed, disinterest, cheap cologne
Her parents, stood there wrinkled faces and wet cheeks
“I would have killed myself, you know. I would have killed myself if you weren’t there for me”
she said to me, full lips quivering

POETRY

Annika Cline
Learning

Learning
learning curves
 like winding streets
  rewinding to the left
  fastest-forward to the right
   right-side man, right-time passenger 
    u-turn on the radio
     loud as it will go
      ba-dum! the dashboard is a drum
       the distance fits behind your thumb
         slow your roll down the window
          roll it all the way down
           the wind-blow rolls in 
            a road-side sign of speeding too
              high ways away
              every objective
              so far away
             until it’s waving
            in the rearview
           reverse
          reserve your moment in time
         take your time;
       reread the previous lines
   sometimes you’ll swerve
      no worries, we’ll make it out alive
     the twists and turns
    lead somewhere golden
   Hey hey! little girl
  one day you will learn
 where the curved river flows
and wish you had never asked about oceans
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Steven Jozef
Scattering

My uncle reads a poem
and a good one at that
but he can barely finish it.
“I’m sorry,”
he says, wiping his eyes
“I thought that would be easy.”
I just sit
folding my fingers
and hate that it was for me.

When we throw what’s left of him
into the lake,
I’m the only one
who can’t take a handful.
I know this isn’t for me.
I don’t think it’s for him either.

How does it feel, Mom,
to pick him out
from under your fingernails?
Have you grieved the years on his knee,
burned the breakfasts he shared with you from across the table,
canistered the books he gave you and wisdom he confessed,
opened the final moments when you were by his side,
scooped the walks and card games and road trips and hugs and kisses and words and silences,
tossed the ways you bothered and trusted and fought and respected and hated and loved him,
dissolved the light that was always in his eyes?
Where do you keep them now?

At last we’re through.
We shake loose the parts of him that stuck
and drive past the sunset.
The jar is no more empty than before,
but it is lighter.

POETRY

Molly Bilker
After He Died

After he died, things began to break.
First it was the trailer:
the cargo hold, the lifeless engine;
keys lost, phone vanished, water tank drained.
The world collapsed under the weight of his absence.

You shut your eyes, reached out with thinning hands
for an answer. You found more questions.
Things you never expected:
to be widowed so early,
blinded by loss and a love bloated, splitting its seams.
Eyelids clamped, fingers grasping for a path
in a future uncertain.

I watched you pick the wilted blooms from the Rose of Sharon
so the new flowers would be bigger and brighter,
pulling away each painful loss to make room for a new beginning.

Growing alone is not easy.
You ache for water. You reach into your roots,
you search for yourself there.
There is just an inkling of the strength to survive buried there,
in the sturdiness of the land,
in the uncommon and drenching monsoons.
Breath by breath, survival becomes easier,
turns to perseverance, then hope, then sunrises.

You learn to grow.

There is a secret that those of us who have lived in the desert know:
some of the strongest things,
the brightest and most beautiful,
are those that have learned to blossom
in the space of without.
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Julie Tang
Mother’s Eyes

Mother’s been so kind since I left the house
she’s hardly the same mother --
I’m hardly the same daughter --
we’re not.

She looks at me with starving eyes.
.
Last night, I dreamt of empty windows
the shriveled husk of a house I once called home,
Slouching
in the sun-bleached sands of time I saw --
I stared deep as the golden sea poured --
filled the cracks that claimed my mother’s eyes and hands.
.
Last night I dreamt of my mother’s cries --
Her swimsuit last worn in 1995
When she asked if I remembered from before Grandma died
The knife Grandpa raised at mother, knocked aside
Dreamed of long forgotten times
Wherein I thanked or apologized --
instead of digging those trenches where her lips divide,
planting the aches into her hips and her spine,
sewing such heavy grey into her scalp and eyes.

POETRY

Olivia Mandile
Constant Comment

I hung my skin next to yours in the window.
I wanted nothing more than to be transparent like you.
We told each other secrets
And could not hide behind the
Pinkness of our winter flesh.
We burned red and truthful.

The clock on the wall beat its rhythm
Into the corners of my mind,
So I cut a slit down my skull
To stop the hands of time from tearing it to shreds
With their ancient fingers.

I cracked my bones with the tea kettle.
I cracked yours with the kitchen knife.
We fell to the tiles
And laughed at the cold
Beneath our spines.

We took our bodies,
Beautiful and whole,
And we cut them away
From our minds.

We became nerve endings
And action potentials
And we were more gorgeous
Than ever before.

I have never felt prettier
Than when I shed my skin
And my skull
And the bones around my heart.

We told each other scary things
And we were not afraid,
Two naked minds and a tea kettle.
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Zachariah Webb
a well-lit place

because no battle is ever won
and i lie awake at night
listening to the minutes buzzing
in the still air for want of
a clean moonlight to fall across the
bed in lines clean and sharp

born of three am romps in well-lit burrito shops where self-proclaimed addicts will ask you what
the worst thing that’s ever happened to you (and i don’t have an answer)
while reciting Chaucer and slobbering and smelling strongly of smoke and i wonder if i too ever
smell of stale cigarettes—

i think then it might be nice
to have a clock that ticks away
the unbroken parade of time and

momentary fixation on the particulars, drawn out collapse of expectations like so many open
windows and unrealized mornings spent in the company of illusive suitors bringing you coffee
and asking how you want your eggs and smelling so much like trees—yes, setting down the
paperback of our love lives and all you have is that drunk boy in the varsity jacket refusing to
surrender himself to quiet conversation—

but all you have now is the
whirring of an old motor
and wheels turning numbers
turning over turning back

run my hands over the blue vinyl of the empty seat next to me, spiraling back out into the night
and i’m leading them back to the party where it all starts up again the talking at one another
about the Great Disaffected Narrators of literature and the room is spinning and the seconds hum
in my ear as hours not because i’m drunk but because this is the moment to be crystallized for
posterity, with all the pinks and blues and friends falling into one another—

having made sense of their desires.

POETRY

Philip LaMaster
I am too Big

I am too big to step on my own shadow
When I turn, 
 Little suns dart between my feet
My shadow dances away

I want to catch those suns
But they always slip between my fingers

My mother always forgot to tell me to brush my teeth
These days I forget to tell myself
She always forgot to brush my hair. 
But now I forget that I’m not who I once thought I was
I’m not who I’m going to be 
I’m just a little too big to touch my toes
 My arms haven’t been stretched by gravity yet

I am a troll beneath a bridge
I am a hummingbird between feeders
I am a flute with a bent mouthpiece
I am an octopus hiding in a reef

These days, I can only catch my shadow in the corner of my eye
Where my eyelashes form a net
I sometimes think, if I could only turn fast enough
I’d have it in my hands

These days the world turns faster than I do
The sun casts my shadow farther than I can run
I am too big to step on my own shadow
The world spins it faster than my feet.
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After the Rain:
Tuscon, Arizona

POETRY

Laura Van Slyke

Texas Ranger bushes bloom. 
Yellow cheeks of desert turn bright purple, 
the embarrassed blush of a corpse 
apologizing for being caught dead in March. 

Arizona Spring:
woodpeckers whip Saguaro cacti,
more water more ribs more more.

My father brews tea on the sidewalk.

I imagine the ocean spanking California
where the blonde boys jump in,
thinking

 I want today because it’s all we are.

Summer in Graz:
I watched small birds, I think maybe Swallows,
sink to skim a lake’s surface
in something that looked like metaphor.

Warm bodies kissed water and I was happy.

Still my mind was after the rain
in Tucson, Arizona—clinging 
like a small piece of ash would dance under a tire
before holding the asphalt and blending.
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Gaze
Justin Horlyk

Marker on Paper
16” x 15”
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Resilience
Catherine Blotner

Watercolor atop X-ray Film
12.75” x 13.75”

ART

Flour Speckles
Katherine Dunphy

Digital Photography
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Acrylic on Canvas
20” x  24”

The Guardian
Megan Verska

ART

At the End
Brianna Pearch

Oil on Canvas
22” x 24”
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ART

Pointe Shoes
Bethany Brown

Graphite
9” x 12”

ART

Ships
Anna Guerrero

Acrylic on Cardboard
10” x 10”
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ART

Lose Yourself
Waverly Roeger

Pencil on Paper
8” x 7”

ART

Irish Boy
Chazandra Kern

Watercolor
8” x 10”
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ART

Internal Conflict
Daniel Mariotti

Suicide Cut (Relief ), Graphite, Watercolor
22.5” x 25”

ART

Crow
Ximenna Hofsetz

Lithograph (Polyester Plate)
7” x 9”



66 67

ART

Bold Giraffe
Danyel Walker

Micron Pen on Paper
8.5” x 10”

ART

Sojourn IV
Jordyn Richey

Wet Plate Collodion
4” x 5”
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Untitled
Shaghayegh Vaseghi

Digital Photography

ART

Range
Carissa Heinrichs

Screenprint on Paper
26” x 18”
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Sex Ed
Matt Moore

Nostalgia is, essentially, selective memory. It’s the ability to trick yourself into believing that 
puberty was a fun, romantic time of silly, innocent, misplaced affection, when it really was just a 
time of misplaced erections: like that time after Algebra when I saw Bryan’s hard on for polynomials 
straining his cargo shorts, or that time my third grade teacher showed us a swim instruction video 
starring her in a one piece bathing suit (in all honesty, I don’t quite remember if that second one was 
a physical erection, or just an emotional one). Erections confused and scared me. I tried to ask Jeeves 
what the deal was, but the parental controls my mom placed on the internet blocked me from the 
answers my angsty soul craved. 

Finally, in sixth grade, I had my first sexual education class. I was giddy and nervous and giggly. 
To be honest, I was hoping to see some female genitalia. Not in a pervy way, I was just curious as 
an intellectual. But instead I just saw a lot of diagrams of dicks drowning in VHS static. The man 
in the video started explaining how an erection worked and then showed a 3D computer animated 
diagram of a penis. As soon as that thing started rising Bobby threw up all over his desk. This 
was 2004, so it was antiquated to be using VHS tapes at all, but I’m pretty sure these videos were 
produced the day after computers were invented. It wasn’t so much a cylinder as a hexagonal prism 
that rose in three disparate sections. If you’re unfamiliar with the male penis, this isn’t how it actually 
looks. I’m not sure if Bobby’s barf was just coincidentally timed, or if the poorly animated stiffy was 
actually disgusting enough to sicken him. Either way, I was thankful for the distraction from the 
diagram and for something tangible to allow me to release all of the uncomfortable laughter I had 
stored up from the wet dream scene. But while I laughed at Bobby’s outward expression of my inner 
discomfort, the videotape kept spouting bewildering terms about why and how a penis becomes 
engorged, and I was left with a gaping hole in my knowledge of how these boners come to be bone 
and, more importantly, how to make them stop. That’s why I was unable to explain how an erection 
worked until I was old enough for my mom to remove parental controls from the internet.

The summer after sixth grade, I was invited to Andy’s sleepover birthday party. First we went to 
see Scooby Doo 2: Monster’s Unleashed, and then ate cake, and then slept in a tent in his backyard. 
Andy was a super tiny, super pale kid with a disgustingly high pitched voice. To be fair, I did have 
spiked bangs at this point in my life, but I still looked good. Lance Bass and I are the only ones who 
could pull off that hairdo. I had also just gotten new colored bands for my braces, and, what luck, 
my orthodontist had the exact shade of green as my favorite Tony Hawk t-shirt. With bangs stiff 
enough to kill, braces and shirt perfectly matched, and Livestrong bracelet wrapped self-righteously 
around my wrist, I was quite the stunner. The rest of the crew was Giuliano, a large-for-sixth-grade 
over-confident gasbag, Zach, a soft-spoken bespectacled Filipino boy who didn’t look as good with 
spiked bangs as I did, and Sean, a white kid with no notable features besides the fact that he wore 
Rainbow brand leather flip-flops and “liked Yellowcard before Ocean Avenue.” He also wore a puka 
shell necklace, if you didn’t assume that already.

While we were all laying in the tent, ready to sleep, Giuliano started talking about his body hair. 
He said, “I’ve had pubes since I was eight, why are all of you so hairless?” I realize this comment 
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out of context insinuates that we were all naked, or had at least been talking about our genitals, but 
we hadn’t been, and there was no context. Giuliano just sprang this on us out of nowhere. We had 
watched Tommy Boy on a portable TV just before, so maybe he was feeling riled up and raunchy. I 
don’t know his motives, but I do know that this started a conversation between Sean and Giuliano 
about pubic hair. I was silent during this conversation partly because it was disgusting, and partly 
because I was in sort of a bad mood because I was disappointed by Scooby Doo 2. It’s true what they 
say about sequels never living up to the original. 

After everyone had a good boast about how fat their pubes were, innocent Andy decided to finally 
peep up and ask, “What are pubes?” Andy had the kind of parents who wouldn’t let him watch the 
sex ed VHS tapes, so he had to sit in the library and read the Bible, or Little House on the Prairie.

Giuliano, being the sensitive guy that he is, responded gingerly to Andy’s vulnerable question, 
by yelling, “You don’t know what pubes are!? It’s hair. On your dick!” In hindsight, it seems like 
Giuliano didn’t actually have pubes and that his knowledge of pubic hair was gained through poor 
eavesdropping. But if Giuliano did have hair on his dick, I would never know. I would know about 
Sean’s dick, however, because Giuliano convinced Sean to show all of us his penis. I sort of drifted off 
into my imagination when Giuliano said he had hair on his dick, but as I became conscious of the 
conversation again, I heard chants of “Whip it out!” I pieced together the context clues and decided 
that Sean wanted to prove that he wasn’t pubeless. 

I was startled and afraid and I wanted it to stop. I said, “No! Don’t do that. Why would you do 
that?” But I was too late. Sean stood up, pulled down the waistband of his basketball shorts, and 
showed everyone his wiener and rashy, nascent pubic hair.

At this point we heard someone yell, “What are you doing!?” from inside the house. It was Andy’s 
dad. I hadn’t seen Andy that afraid since the scene when the Cotton Candy Glob attacked Scooby 
and Shaggy. Andy’s dad told us that he saw Sean’s silhouette cast upon the side of the tent by our 
flashlights and had heard Sean yell “Here it is!” He told us to stop showing each other our dicks and 
go to sleep. 

I laughed it off and fell asleep pretty quickly, but I awoke late in the night to the sound of Sean 
sobbing. He was crying because he was afraid that Andy’s parents would tell his own parents about it 
and that he would be (rightfully) punished. It’s likely that he was also upset due to the embarrassment 
of his friend’s dad watching his silhouette as he whipped out his hose. I tried to make Sean shut up 
with comforting sentiments of, “Hey. Stop crying. Hey. I’m trying to sleep. Hey. Maybe you should 
leave.” Sean just couldn’t pull himself together so he called his parents and went home early. The next 
morning, Zach and I had a hearty laugh over the whole ordeal. I liked Zach because my hair looked 
so much better than his. Andy made all of us swear not to tell anyone about Sean’s penile exposure 
and subsequent shame-cry, and we never did. 

That birthday party may not have taught me how erections work, but it sure didn’t teach me 
anything about pubic hair either. However, I’ve found that involuntarily seeing penises is an important 
part of a growing boy’s life: like that time Jordan peed in a Ziploc bag and spilled it on the carpet 
during band class, or that time Jordan peed on some chairs during band class, or that time Jordan put 
his penis on a sleeping student’s shoulder during band class (we were poorly supervised). Though I 
never properly learned the biological side of sexual education, I learned a lot more through the social 
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interaction aspect. I first learned about oral sex when my fourth grade teacher mispronounced Blow 
Pops. By the time my mother decided I was old enough to have the “sex talk,” I had already pieced 
together the clues myself and had to feign surprise when she hit the kicker. 

There will always be new things to learn about sex, but they can’t be taught logically. You can’t 
decide how someone will learn about these things, they just happen. I guess all of this boils down to 
one very simple life lesson: in the future, when my son asks me what his erection is, the answer will 
not be to tell him, because there’s a fifty percent chance he’ll chunk his lunch. The answer will be 
to ignore his question and let him keep pressing it up against stuff until he figures out what it’s for. 
Learn by doing, little guy. Learn by doing. 
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Oh, So You’re an English Major?
Christina Arregoces

Two years ago, I went to a dinner party. At the table sat my parents, my neighbors, family friends 
and friends of family friends. And of course, two other college-aged kids, smiling awkwardly and 
seeming very interested in the tablecloth. 

Things were going well.
When suddenly, it happened.
It was time to play The Major Game.
The girl two seats to my left was first on the chopping block.
So Claire, they said, what are you studying? I started to sweat. As I rearranged my carrots, I heard 

Claire announce that she is, in fact, a biology major and is excited for her summer internship to 
collect data in the Serengeti. 

The table smiled.
I took a three-minute-long drink of milk.
Next, the boy to my right. Thankfully, he was much less accomplished – he’s only been working 

at a chemistry lab for a few years now and is graduating with only two majors. This was met with 
back pats and wide grins.

And then, the table turned to me. I was forced to stop shaping a pyramid out of my whole-wheat 
bun. And you? they said.

They waited, hands gripping forks, smiles stretched across faces. 
“English. English major,” I said. 
Oh, they said, one collective sympathetic tilt of the lips, one collective slow-motion nod. 
How cute. 
You know that kid who can whiz through the steps of the scientific method? The kid who can 

recite square roots and prime numbers? The kid who knows what a prime number even is? 
Yeah, that wasn’t me.
Once, in fourth grade, Mrs. Massey read our math class placements from a master list, like she did 

every year. But this year was different.  This year, I was placed in Advanced Math.
I was thrilled. I smirked at the thought of all the other un-chosen kids stuck in my dim, math-less 

past reading picture books like “Chester Learns To Divide!” while I went on to become the next fourth 
grade Fibonacci.          

That night, my family took me out to dinner where we toasted: “To Christina! Who made it to 
Smart Math!” 

I’ll tell you, those were the best 24 hours of my life before they realized they had put my name 
on the wrong list.

You see, I am – I have always been – an English person. But growing up, I was told that if I wanted 
to be happy, I had to have a Real Job. And people who have Real Jobs are not people who sit around 
reciting e.e. cummings for a living, especially not when their parents have asked them to please stop 
and just eat their broccoli like a normal person.

And so when I got to college, I became a Justice Studies major. I bought books with scales on the 
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cover and I learned about people like Noam Chomsky, who has a Real Job. I once wrote a 15-page 
research paper in which I didn’t use a single simile. 

But this time, nobody read my name off a list to let me know that I was in the wrong place. 
I’d like to say I had a big epiphany. That one night, I had a dream where Noam Chomsky loomed 

over me, holding a set of scales in one hand and a tattered copy of “Old Yeller” in the other and 
whispered that it was alright to stop this act and do what I love. 

But I can’t say that, because that isn’t true.
Instead, on my way to a Calc II lecture (a “necessary prerequisite,” my advisor preached each time 

I offered my future first born in exchange for withdrawing from it), I took a detour and walked to a 
vending machine and bought a bag of those big pretzels where they only really give you three or four 
but you still pay two dollars and fifty cents.

And I ate them all one hour and fifteen minutes of Calc II. 
The next day I found myself at the Language and Literature building. The halls smelled like pages 

and I knew that this time, I was in the right place.
You see, I won’t deny that making a plan, that considering a career path, and that working hard to 

get where you want to be is worthwhile. 
But after I made the decision to follow my heart, I realized something else.
Passion is worthwhile, too.
And so even though I may not be packing my bags for the Serengeti any time soon, I’ve realized 

that picking a path that may give me smiles around a table but that doesn’t give me the feeling that 
I’m doing exactly what I’m supposed to be doing…well, that just isn’t for me. And though I don’t 
imagine mine will be the easiest path to take, at least it won’t include a single prime number. 

Whatever those are. 
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When in Rome
Conner Campini

This fall, my family and I took advantage of my father’s three month sabbatical to make a 
pilgrimage back to Italy, where my dad spent some of his childhood and where much of his extended 
family still resides.  After finally getting to meet my Italian clan in the small medieval town of Lucca, 
we ventured into the Dirty South (as the proud Tuscans would call it) to explore Rome. 

In stark contrast to the picturesque vineyards and cobbled streets of the north, in Rome we find 
a much less well-preserved city. The walls are smothered in graffiti, some artistic and meaningful, 
others just scribbles and nonsense vulgarities of semi-English speaking guidos. The streets are 
littered with beer and trash, and empty Marlboros packs make more appearances than trees. 

 After a few days of smelling the hot armpits of Romans and tourists, scrambling between trains 
and buses and tourist spots, my mother, unfamiliar with the quirky trials of public transportation, 
vows never to voluntarily step on a bus again. In an attempt to please her and lower the overall stress 
of the group, we decide to drive into Rome the next day.

As it turns out though, driving in Rome is no less stressful than scurrying around the city like 
cockroaches on foot. We miss at least three accidents just getting onto the main road. My mother 
gasps and screams with every near miss (and some that really aren’t that near at all) and offers 
“helpful” comments like, “WATCH OUT FOR THAT BUS!” , “HOW MANY LANES ARE 
HERE?” and “OH GOD WATCH OUT FOR THAT VESPA,” at consistent three minute 
intervals.

“Patti. The amount of lanes depends on the size of your car,” my dad responds calmly as he 
moves to create a third lane in the busy traffic. My mother hides her head in her hands. My brother 
Cameron sits with a placid look on his face and hands folded calmly in his lap while my sister Carah 
giggles and claps her hand with delight at this uber-fun-real-life-Grand-Theft-Auto style adventure. 
“Where are the prostitutes to shoot? That’s really the only thing that could make this ride any 
better!” she exclaims with delight as I reach out again to sink my nails into her thigh as we narrowly 
avoid more oncoming traffic. 

“Turn left in 200 meters,” the GPS instructs in her choppy, monotone voice. Following the Panda 
Fiat in front of us, my father speeds up in front of a bus and takes the turn. A solid minute passes 
before, “Holy shit…are we on train tracks?” I ask. My dad doesn’t look up from his driving. “There is 
a car behind us and one in front of us and the GPS still says we are going the right way,” he replies 
with confidence.

“Yeah…but look to your right. There is another road going in the same direction…I think it 
thinks you’re on that!” I point out.

“Oh, sweet Jesus,” my mother wails, forcing herself deeper into her chair. My dad begins to agree 
that we are in fact on a train track.

“Oh fuck. We have to get off this thing!” He takes a hasty right at the next available opportunity 
just in time to watch two trains pass each other in opposite directions. 

Grateful not to be the car-filling to a train sandwich, we are all ready to be back on foot to spend 
the day touring the Forum and the Coliseum. We also “tour” the Circus Maximus, which we don’t 
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realize because it isn’t marked. At the time, my dad wondered aloud why the vast, gravelly field 
hadn’t been turned into a multi-story garage yet.  “It’s a dog park!” my sister suggested, pointing to a 
German Shepherd in the distance running at full pace across the field. It isn’t until the next day that 
we realize our Ugly American mistake. 

When we arrive at the Coliseum I am surprised by its brown color. I have always envisioned it as 
a gleaming white but I guess the years have left only the brown skeleton underneath its old, marble 
skin. Standing at the bottom of the vast amphitheater I imagine how the crowd must have sounded 
from below the floor where the slaves and animals and other doomed entertainment were stored. 
What must that have been like, thousands of people jeering for your death? The thought makes my 
skin erupt in goose-pimples in the warm, fall sun. 

After five hours of wandering the ruins we decide it’s time for lunch. My sister and I go with the 
safe, vegetarian choice of a margherita pizza and my dad and brother order one with sausage. My 
mother, on the other hand, decides to try “the house special,” which is some sort of lasagna. The food 
arrives and looks pretty much exactly the same as every pizza we’ve had so far in Italy, except dad’s 
“sausage” looks like someone has haphazardly chopped up a hotdog and placed it on top after the 
baking process. My dad is convinced this is because Italians don’t know how to cook, but I think 
it might have more to do with the fact that we keep eating at restaurants touting “tourist menus.”

My dad gripes quietly about how awful Italian food is while my sister and I begin to ravage the 
margherita, more out of brute hunger than culinary delight. Meanwhile, my mother pokes furtively 
at her lasagna. 

“It’s cold,” she announces sadly. “Like…really, really cold.”
“Is it good, otherwise?” I question.
My sister takes a fork-full, “As good as any Michelina’s Italian Dinner that isn’t kept in the 

microwave long enough.” This sends me into fits of giggles but my mom is unimpressed.
“Ed,” she nags to my oblivious father.
“ED.”
“What?” he looks up with surprise from the last bits of his pizza.
“Ed, this is cold!”
“What? Do you want me to send it back?”
Immediately my sister and I begin quacking with alarm. 
“No! NO! Don’t do it. It’s better cold, we promise.”
“Have you ever seen ‘Waiting’?”
“Honestly mom, do you think it would be better with hot spit or just the cold cheese?”
“I’ll wave him down.” My father motions the server over.
“Oh my God. Dad seriously! Be as polite as you can,” we urge him desperately as the server heads 

towards our table.
“Her lasagna is cold,” he says blankly in Italian. I mentally fist-palm myself as the server takes 

the plate away from my mother without so much as a “Sorry.” My sister and I exchange looks and 
begin laughing again. 

“DAD. That was your ‘polite’? Oh man… Mom you’re in for it! You. Are. In. For. It.” 
We cackle deviously and finish our pizza just in time for mom’s lasagna to re-arrive at her seat, 



78 79

NONFICTION

looking exactly the same only with a notable amount of steam.
Mom pokes at it with her fork again, “Holy God. That is so hot. They just stuck it in the 

microwave!”
My sister scoffs. “Uh. Yeah. What did you expect?  New lasagna? We aren’t in America anymore, 

Dorothy.”
I’m pouring over the surface of mom’s pasta looking for the damage. It doesn’t take long to find it. 
“Well. In addition to the near certain probability every server in the kitchen plunged their 

unwashed fingers into your pasta to determine if it was actually cold…” I pull a short, curly black 
hair off the top with the tip of an unused fork, “It appears they’ve added a garnish!”

My sister nearly spits her water out laughing. Mom is frowning sternly at her plate. “That might 
explain the laughter from the server after he brought it out.” She moans, looking behind her to see 
him still bearing an amused grin. To make matters worse, my mother still feels obligated to eat the 
atrocity set before her. The server makes sure not to make any eye contact when he stops by later 
with the tab. 

“Now what?” my father asks, scanning the check.
“What, did they charge you for the pube?” I ask with mock concern.
“Now we should probably get home before mom’s explosive diarrhea begins,” Carah suggests in 

earnest.
My father, the perpetual Northern-Italian Elitist, agrees with a knowing nod, “When in Rome…” 

he begins as he rises from his chair, “you get the fuck out.” 
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Chi Phat
Natalie Volin

Sweat beads roll down the nape of my neck like rain drops race down windows. Trails of mosquito 
bites sear into my lower legs, screaming their presence. Mama Thida’s ever-watchful eyes don’t miss 
this—they don’t miss anything. “You need stop being bited or else you will become getting sick,” she 
scolds me as she lathers Tiger Balm into the bites and scabs and dirt on my calves.

Welcome to Cambodia. The holes in the ground called toilets and the daily four-mile treks 
through rainstorms are not obstacles; they are adventures. My new family consists of six Americans, 
four Khmer, two cats, a litter of piglets, and an ambiguous number of chickens. We sleep underneath 
the cover of mosquito nets that keep us safe from malaria, but cannot stanch the stench of the pigs 
in the next room. The vat of rainwater we use for bathing is swimming with mosquito larvae, but 
I shrug it off and pour a bucketful over my head anyway. After a long day of cleaning up trash and 
planting rice in the sticky heat, nothing can take away from the feeling of a cold bucket shower.

Here in Chi Phat, the days are for sweat, and callouses, and heat exhaustion. The nights, though, 
are for breathing. They are quietly hypnotic, steady and safe, subliminal, almost. I remember the 
feeling of having walked in on something so private, so sincere. It was where I was supposed to be, 
but I didn’t feel like I belonged. My heart starved to belong; to be in on that secret.

I had never felt a stronger urge to live that first night. It was the bare brown skin and scared white 
eyes. It was the mosquitos and chickens and skeleton dogs. It was the shrieking children who would 
smile with their whole mouths, exposing hollowed teeth. It was the smell of burning trash, the 
reliable call and answer of the leopard geckos. It was the spacey, far-out music that played throughout 
the village that made the atmosphere so cliché and so perfect.

I felt like I guessed Max felt taking his first step onto the land of the Wild Things. My body was 
in Southeast Asia, but my mind was somewhere too far off the map to name. It was suspended in 
that moment, wherever that moment belonged in time and space.

That village, that night, that instant, made me stop clawing at the mosquito bites. It made me 
forget how I tiptoed around bones and teeth protruding from the Killing Fields to find the “Killing 
Tree Against Which Executioners Beat Children”. It made me not want to return to my middle 
class white neighborhood where every house had the same ticky-tacky lawn ornaments and guests 
were asked to remove their shoes upon entrance in order to preserve the pristine whiteness of the 
carpets. It made me long to grow old sitting in the rocking chair on the porch of our tree fort house, 
watching leopard geckos catch moths. 

Alas, I am back home, ten million miles away from my favorite place on Earth. My toilet flushes, 
I get electricity 24 hours a day, I speak the language of the natives. Everyone here goes to the dentist, 
and is spoiled, and likes to complain. I regret not recording the sounds of the night in Chi Phat, so 
that I could show the people here that there is something so much bigger than themselves.
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