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Foreword

 I am honored to have been asked to address you, the readers of 
Obscura, in writing—not only because of my respect for the efforts of 
the intrepid students responsible for putting this journal together, but 
also because it flatters my self-conception as a literary fellow in spite 
of my vocation as a visual artist. I often say (only half-jokingly) that I 
have organized my adult life around the activities I most enjoyed as a 
child, drawing pictures and reading books, and the bookworm in me 
feels a sort of glowing pride at the thought of writing a foreword to a 
literary magazine. I also enjoy any opportunity to do my part to correct 
the common misperception that visual artists live in a pitiable state of 
exile from the pleasures of the written word, and I appreciate the long-
standing tradition of allowing works of visual art to share the pages of 
literary magazines with their more, well, literary brethren. It’s always good 
to see pictures and words coexisting peaceably without the purposes of 
one subordinated to those of the other.
 Many of my professional activities have involved finding some com-
mon ground between the visual and the literary, and I have had the good 
fortune of befriending many like-minded artists. A good number of my 
closest friends are cartoonists (or, if you prefer, “graphic novelists”) who 
stubbornly combine words with pictures, creating a hybrid form of story-
telling that has had to stare down innumerable prejudices in its relatively 
short history. I have worked with four other picture-makers (cartoonists 
as well as “fine” artists) to create illustrations of scenes from Cormac 
McCarthy’s Blood Meridian. I keep making artist’s books and zines because 
I dislike the thought of my work living only on the wall, and my recent 
watercolors betray my love of print1 through their fine black lines and 
layers of transparent color. Recently one of my drawings was selected to 
illustrate the entry for Moby Dick in the forthcoming Ashgate Encyclo-
pedia of Literary and Cinematic Monsters. This development is particularly 
exciting because of my abiding love and appreciation for Moby Dick the 
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monster and Moby Dick the novel, which has had as great an impact on 
my thinking and practice as that of many of my favorite works of visual 
art. 
 Allow me to point out just a few of the many virtues of Moby Dick: 
first, in the character of Ahab, we have American literature’s gravest 
warning against the pernicious self-poisoning of resentment. Everyone 
knows about Ahab’s recklessly monomaniacal quest for revenge against 
the fearsome creature that took his leg, but what I particularly love is 
Melville’s conception of Ahab as a kind of Gnostic who believes that 
in killing Moby Dick, he will strike at the face of God Himself hiding 
beneath the “pasteboard mask” of the whale. Second, in taking the broad 
outlines of his plot from Owen Chase’s Wreck of the Whaleship Essex and 
embellishing them with language reminiscent of Shakespeare and the 
better Biblical poets, Melville suggests that as far as its artistic qualities are 
concerned, the story itself is perhaps less important than the way it is told. 
Third, in accepting Melville’s invitation to reflect on the storytelling in 
Moby Dick, we can see that the narrative chapters oscillate between grand 
adventure, lighthearted comedy, and cosmic horror, which the author 
further interleaves with sections on the science and lore of cetology. I 
believe there is a lesson or two embedded in this structure: that yes, life 
is full of pain and terror and death, but that’s no excuse to abdicate one’s 
courage or sense of humor; and that the consolations of facts and figures 
will avail us little when it comes time to stare into the yawning maw of 
the White Whale.
 In his enrichment of my life and those of other readers, I believe that 
Melville has performed a great service with Moby Dick.2 In fact I think all 
art—literary or visual—performs a service, in spite of its seeming useless-
ness. The problem is that in our technocratic age a thing is considered 
useful only if its effects are immediate and tangible, preferably within the 
context of a marketplace. This prejudice has given rise to bizarre demands 
upon art, such as when a schoolteacher friend of mine was asked by 
his principal to describe some ways in which art might be used to raise 
standardized test scores. It seems at present that art can only make a claim 
to having value if that value can be quantified, if not in test scores then 
in sales figures or attendance numbers. Nevertheless it may seem hard to 
believe that art is in any way endangered in our contemporary culture, 
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since it is a truism that we are inundated as never before with images 
and narratives. I would submit, however, that very few of the pictures 
or stories we come across in our mass media have anything to do with 
art. That is, rather than providing us with true insight or consolation 
or aesthetic pleasure, most of them are trying to sell us something—to 
amplify our desires and anxieties and encourage us to alleviate them 
with expenditures of money. To paraphrase an idea that appears in David 
Foster Wallace’s essay “A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again,” 
images and narratives that are trying to sell us something are never for us; 
they are never a gift to their audience the way a work of art is.3

 I believe that true works of art are ultimately gifts, even if I some-
times struggle to believe it as far as my own work is concerned. My 
temperament is such that it’s easier for me to do hard work if I feel it 
benefits others; I have no problem laboring for hours over a lecture for 
my students, but when I sit down to draw I often find I lack the motiva-
tion that comes from the certainty of being of service. This is another 
societal prejudice that I have to fight against internalizing—the idea that 
being an artist is inherently selfish. And so I conduct a simple thought 
experiment: I imagine how much poorer my own life would be without 
the contributions of the artists and authors and musicians whose work 
I’ve enjoyed over the years. Has their work not been of service to me? I 
think of the day I learned of David Foster Wallace’s death, and the grief I 
felt that was greater than any I’d experienced at the passing of someone 
I hadn’t known personally. The depth of my feeling was a testament to 
my experience of his books as profoundly generous gifts, the surplus of 
aesthetic and emotional value making the relative pittance I had spent 
on them irrelevant. In fact my relationships with works of art are never 
simple transactions, never a matter of quid pro quo. Their creators, 
whatever their human appetites and ambitions, have consistently given 
me more than I bargained for.
 Accordingly I’ve come to believe that anyone who manages—against 
all odds and obstacles and inertia—to exercise their talent, to do the 
work of bringing art into being, is worthy of our respect and gratitude. 
However, we should not forget Duchamp’s dictum4 that the audience 
ultimately completes the work of the art, and therefore we should not 
underestimate the contribution of those who help to make that con-
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nection possible. And so I tip my proverbial hat to the editors as well the 
contributors whose labors have brought this present volume into the 
world, and I encourage you, dear readers, to consider and interpret and 
thereby complete the following poems and pictures and stories with a 
generosity commensurate with that of their authors. You may find you’ve 
gotten more than you bargained for.

—Sean McCarthy

_______________________
1 In fact, I hope against hope that print continues to refuse to die—to go on stalking the cultural 

landscape like a beneficent zombie, feeding brains rather than eating them.

2 Not that his audience was always grateful for his efforts; if you’d like some evidence of how little 

glory he received in his own time, I encourage you to visit his modest gravesite—assuming you can 

find it—in Woodlawn Cemetery.

3 I should note that DFW got this idea from Lewis Hyde, whose book The Gift I cannot recommend 

highly enough (in spite of the current edition’s unfortunate cover art, which makes it look like 

some kind of treacly self-help book).

4 Found in his 1957 essay The Creative Act.
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Marco Centeno

Journey

I walked across the slanted deck,
the polished oak held firm under my feet.

I dropped all reservation.

I ran around fearlessly.
My parents were there, after all.

My mother built the hull by hand
with guidance and care.

My father built the bow
out of stern wisdom.

Thoughts sat portside,
ideas rode starboard.

The masts were made of strong,
impressionable hope.

Inclinations sat in the stern,
near the rudder, where they could
guide my direction.

I strengthened my mental rigging,
hoping to go out on my own one day.
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MARCO CENTENO Journey

I pushed the boat into the water
where sharp, enthusiastic winds fed my progress.

And as captain of my words,
I set sail on my penmanship.
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Sean Engeldrum

The Lot 

 As the midday sun headed towards its apex Alvin huddled reading in 
what shade a small stoop provided. As his diminutive territory of shadow 
shrank he continued to pull his legs in tighter, but soon it was hopeless. 
His shoes began to glow as the sun struck them, and he would shortly be 
forced to go inside. He rubbed his ears, felt the flaking skin from an earlier 
sunburn and sighed. 
 Eventually, Alvin stood and was about to head up the stairs when Pres-
ton walked up and called to him, “Where are you going Alvin? A little 
sun never hurt anyone. Oh wait! Well, at least you’re a lobster now instead 
of a ghost.” Alvin didn’t look at his younger brother; he didn’t show any 
reaction at all. He continued up to their grandparent’s apartment, toward 
the horrible south western decor of chili peppers and turquoise, his grand-
mother’s endless platitudes, and the audible flatulence of his grandfather.  
Before he reached the threshold his brother jumped in front of him, “ 
Dude, I’m sorry. You know I’m just kidding, right?” Preston grabbed his 
older brother in a bear hug, lifted him several inches off the ground so 
they were the same height, and began to spin. Alvin remained stock still, 
his arms to his sides, and the book tightly grasped. Preston put his brother 
down and began to laugh, “ You are no fun, you know? What’s that you are 
reading anyway? Let me guess, is it a war book?”
 “It’s the history of the western front during World War One. Sorry, no 
pictures or pop ups.”
 “I really don’t know how you read that crap. Every week a new book.  
I hear it so much I even remember some of your heroes. Like that Eisen-
berg…”
 “Eisenhower.”
 “Or Freddy the Great.”
 “Frederick the Great, or Old Fritz if you  prefer.”
 “Stop! You damn well know I don’t care. Now it’s World War One. You 
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should be reading cool shit if you have to read, like...Well, I know there 
must be some cool books, or at least cooler than that.”
 “I never bother you when you’re playing video games, or watching TV. 
Just leave me be. Even mom is bothering me about it now.” Alvin put his 
glasses at the end of his nose, made a shrewish face, and proceeded in a high 
pitched voice, “ Alvin, you know I love you darling, but you’re never going 
to make friends if you sit around reading those horrible books all day.”
 Preston guffawed, “ Dude I’m sorry to sound like mom, but damn. 
You know, Mrs. Watson was trying to teach that World War One stuff  last 
month, but Ralph made a fart sound and the class laughed so hard she ran 
out of the room to grab the assistant principal! Was ridiculous.” 
 “ I love Mrs. Watson. Used to talk to her after class.”
 “Jeez man, I knew you were lame, but she’s older than grandma.”
 “I just miss her class. Miss the school. High school sucks.”
 “Man, I can’t wait. I’m getting tired of these young girls. I need some-
one more mature. Couple more years and I’m in.”
 Alvin rolled his eyes, “ I don’t know about the girls. They give me a 
wide berth, but I know there are plenty of jocks who don’t appreciate my 
particular style of conversation.” He took off his glasses and began to rub 
the smudges off with his shirt, “ Plus, I couldn’t get into AP history this 
term. It was the only thing I was looking forward to.”
 Preston began to shadow box the stucco walls of the apartment build-
ing, “I don’t know why you put up with anyone. I’d kick their asses.” 
 Alvin stared as his brother punched the air, saw the tan muscular arms 
of his sibling, and glanced at his own pale biceps. At that moment he was 
sure if he tried to make a muscle it would end up being a comical U shape 
like an old Bugs Bunny cartoon, “Easy for you to say.  Anyway, why are you 
bothering me. I was going to go inside and finish reading my book.”
 “Eww. Inside the fart factory? No thank you. What time is it?”
 “ Quarter past one.”
 “ Shit, we need to go. Some kids I met the other day told me about 
this cool clubhouse they have over in the lot at the end of the complex. We 
have to go meet them soon.”
 “What do you mean us? I’m not going with you to hangout with 
some Vegas hooligans.”
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 “Dude, you need to stop talking like that. No wonder people mess 
with you. Listen, I heard there are some cool abandoned cars and other old 
shit for you to check out. The guys are cool man. C’mon, live a little. Put 
the book down.”
 Alvin looked at his book, the cover a recruitment poster calling Eng-
lish men to adventure, and then towards the apartment door, “Fine.”
 The walk was long. The complex was a sprawling collection of identi-
cal stucco cubes, and well before reaching the empty lot Alvin was sweat-
ing and complaining, “This heat is ridiculous. It’s supposed to be winter, 
why would I want to go to Vegas for Christmas.”
 “Hurry up, I heard they have some porn in their clubhouse.”
 “Exciting.”
 “ We are going to have to hop the fence. Isn’t that tall. Only six feet.”
 “Six feet? Might as well be six hundred. You know I don’t hop fences.”
 Before Alvin could say anything more Preston ran ahead, jumped up, 
clung to the top and vaulted over, “See man, it’s easy.” 
 “Yeah, easy.” Alvin looked around for options, “ Ah! See, the wise man 
looks for the path of least resistance.” He bent low, grabbing a piece of 
loose fence and shimmied under. 
 “Now, you’re filthy.”
 “Nothing a little brushing off won’t cure.” As he patted himself down 
he looked around the lot. It was vast, easily twice the size of the completed 
sections of complex. One end was so far in the distance the fence was 
nearly invisible behind the dancing heat waves. Throughout the lot great 
trenches crisscrossed in a seemingly haphazard way, and beside them great 
piles of eight foot tall concrete sewage sections lay waiting by glimmering 
Caterpillar equipment. Alvin smiled, “Looks like a battlefield.”
 “Big right? Bet that homer A-rod hit last year didn’t go that far.”
 “I know it didn’t. It’s easily half a mile to the other side. You could have 
a war here. See those trenches. Those could hide whole platoons, and those 
pipes would make great bunkers.” Alvin’s eyes scanned the whole field. 
Besides the trenches the lot was mostly flat, a dune here and there,with the 
exception of one area a few hundred yards to their left which had some 
hills and dry grass over six feet high, “Imagine if…”
 Preston cut him off with a frown, “ Just a sandlot man. Anyway, those 
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guys said it was in the high grass, so we better get going.” As they moved 
into the lot they walked over dirt bike tracks, and stopped to look at a 
hardhat area sign by one of the larger ditches, “Jeez, look at that. Must be a 
million bullet holes in there.”
 “Yeah must have been a shotgun. Always wanted to shoot a shotgun.”
 “I can’t imagine you with a gun. Would knock you right over.”
 They walked for several minutes without talking. Preston staring dead 
ahead towards the grass, and Alvin looking in every direction studying all 
the equipment laying idle, and deciding which tracked vehicles would be 
worthy conversions to trench crawling tanks; the bulldozer was his choice. 
When they finally arrived at the grassy patch Alvin looked around and 
asked in a confused tone, “Where is it? I don’t see any clubhouse.”
 “It’s right there. Don’t you see the guys moving there? Don‘t tell me 
you need a new prescription already?”
 Alvin hadn’t seen it. Even with his brother’s assistance it was a task, just 
barely making out a red shirt moving back and forth between the closely 
packed stalks, “Usually when someone tells me they have a clubhouse 
some kind of structure is present.”
 “Don’t be like that. They told me about it. It’s cool, just like having 
walls. C’mon.” They pushed into the first line of grass, and after several 
steps they hit a beaten path, “See, they made it.”
 “Yeah, like crop circles. Which path do we take? I’d rather not walk 
through this grass anymore. Who knows what kind of bugs they have here.”
 “Think they all lead to the same place.” He was right. Only a minute 
in and they came to a clearing. Three boys were sitting on soda crates 
facing the center which held a burnt out campfire. Preston walked up to 
the closest and gave him a pound, “What’s going on guys. I brought my 
brother. Figured seeing some skin mags might loosen him up.” Alvin’s face 
took on a scowl as the strangers laughed at him, and Preston waved his 
hand to suppress the noise, “Sorry, sorry. Alvin, these are the guys I was 
telling you about.”
 Preston continued the introductions, but Alvin was looking around 
by then and didn’t catch any of the names. The clearing was disgusting. 
Food wrappers and other garbage lay about, and what could only be their 
bathroom sat down a short path buzzing with flies, “Charming. Think I’ve 
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seen enough. I’m going back.”
 “Bro, just take this and sit on one of those extra crates. Relax a bit. 
“Preston handed Alvin a sun bleached magazine, the cover almost bone 
white, with only the faint shadow of a busty woman, “See, isn’t that awe-
some?”
 Alvin flicked through the magazine. It was filled with nude women, 
but they had strategically placed stars over all the erogenous zones. Com-
pletely useless. His brother knew he had a subscription to Playboy. Why 
would this interest him? He threw down the magazine, and began to pace, 
“Where are the old cars you were talking about?”
 One of the locals cocked his eyebrow, “Nothing like that here man. 
Got all the new Cat equipment, a few shopping carts, but nothing old. 
Unless you like old tires, got plenty of those.”
 Alvin stared at his brother, “Great. Could have been reading about 
Verdun, or the taking of the Hindenburg line, but no. I’m here with crappy 
porn, and burning in this damn sun.”
 “You really need to relax bro. Sit down for a few and I’ll walk back 
with you.” 
 Alvin sat down with a thud on a Coke crate, his arms languishing at his 
side and his brow beading with perspiration. Preston took his Yankee cap 
off and handed it to him, “Here whitey. Don’t want to carry you home.”
 “Har Har.” Alvin pointed to a bush, “ Look it’s a creosote bush. Tough 
bastards. They are meant to be here, I’m not.” The others ignored this 
knowledge and continued to flash each other their favorite pictures, 
stretches of serious contemplation punctuated by immature giggles. After 
15 minutes of sitting Alvin looked to his brother, “Can we please go. I’m 
tired of this heat. I don’t know how that shitty magazine is giving you so 
much enjoyment. Victoria Secret is better.”
 Preston smiled, “Yeah, mom has been complaining about those lin-
gerie mags gone missing. A few more minutes and we will go. We can 
spend the rest of the day in that dark apartment watching reruns of The 
Honeymooners.”
 “Sounds fine to me.”
 “It would.”
Alvin soon stood up and tried looking through the line of grass, “Think I 



8

The LotSEAN ENGELDRUM

hear something.”
 One of the locals answered without looking up, “It’s nothing. Some 
people bring quads and bikes out here. Not supposed to, but no one ever 
gets in trouble.”
 Alvin looked around, “Why would they bring their quads here? Isn’t 
there plenty of desert?”
 The locals rolled their eyes, “Desert gets boring, so guys just cut the 
fence and have fun on the construction grounds.”
 Now the sound of a two stroke motor’s popping report began to come 
closer. Alvin could finally see something moving on a nearby berm. Just 
glimpses of something white  moving surprisingly fast at first, but even-
tually it resolved into a man in a white riding suit on a dirt bike. The 
bike started passing closer to the grass, and eventually the sound seemed 
to be coming from every direction. All the boys started to stand up, and 
now even the locals looked interested. Preston looked to his older brother, 
“What the hell is that guy doing?”
 Before Alvin could answer one of the locals threw an empty bottle at 
the cyclist. It was a long throw, easily Sixty feet, and he hoped that it would 
miss, but instead he watched in horror as the glass exploded on the bikes 
frame, little brown shrapnel flying everywhere. The rider quickly stopped 
and looked directly into the grass, his helmet moving slowly as he scanned 
for a clue. Alvin turned back to the locals with a scowl, “ What the hell is 
wrong with you?” The locals just leered, but Alvin persisted, “Don’t you 
guys think before you do shit?”
 Soon the engine started up again, and could be heard getting closer 
and closer to outside border of grass, less than twenty five feet away.  The 
quick flashes of white, and the deafening roar, confused the children as to 
the exact direction of the riders movements. After a couple of minutes the 
locals looked to the frozen New Yorkers, “ You losers better get out of here, 
that guy is pissed. Wouldn’t be surprised if he chopped you all up.” Without 
another word they ran into the brush.
 Alvin tracked them with his eyes for as long as he could, his jaw tense 
the entire time, but soon they were lost. The engine noise was still roaring 
though, so he looked to his stupefied brother, “Great buddies you found. 
Now what?”
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 “Now wha?”
 “Are you serious dude? Aren’t you mister captain of the baseball 
team?”
 Before Preston could even acknowledge the question the motorcycle’s 
engine hit a new high pitch. Dry grass could be heard snapping, and finally 
they could see stalks part as the bike made a 
b-line for the center. Just before the bike breached the inner area Alvin 
grabbed his immobile brother, and hauled him off to a side. From there 
they watched as the bike shot through the clubhouse. The rider was nearly 
blinding in the white riding suit. The bike tore itself forward, great gushers 
of sand trailing behind. In the short moment Alvin focused on the riders 
head, which was staring right back at him. The helmet was white like the 
rest of the outfit, but a smiling grotesque was painstakingly pinstriped on 
the front, broken only by the mirrored visor, which reflected the visage of 
Alvin’s curious face. 
 As the bike disappeared through the other side  Alvin looked at his 
brother and saw that he was frozen with fear. Somehow he felt calm, so 
he grabbed his brother’s shoulder and yelled into his ear, “We need to get 
out of here! Follow me!” Preston barely managed a nod as Alvin began 
pulling him out of the grass. They first crossed a flat, featureless area. Alvin 
looked serious, “ No man’s land. Lucky for us he is tearing through the 
grass again.”
 Alvin at first jumped over the smaller trenches, no more than skipping 
distance across, but soon the bike had spotted them, and he yelled to his 
brother, “Better run into the bigger trenches.” As they traversed the mini 
canyons the sound of the motor was diffused, “ I can’t tell the distance or 
bearing.”
 Preston looked at his brother, “Can you speak English?”
 Soon they had to leave the larger trenches, “C’mon, over the top. Just 
like Ypres.” They had to maintain cover so Alvin led them to the sewer sec-
tions, and soon they were passing through pipes so large he needn’t bother 
bending at all. Preston barely kept up, the whole time he was looking back 
at the biker who could now be seen to have a shotgun in a holster at the 
back of his bike. Alvin didn’t bother looking he just yelled as they left the 
pipes and crested a small dune within the last fifty yards. The biker harried 
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them, and muffled laughter could be heard from within the helmet.
  Finally, they came to the fence. Preston looked to Alvin, ready to give 
him a boost, but before he could Alvin was up and over. Preston quickly 
followed out of breath. As they both stood panting they looked through 
the fence at the biker who was now obviously laughing, grabbing his sides 
as he sat on the idle bike. Both Preston and Alvin gave each other a quick 
glance and flipped the bird in unison towards the rider. The biker returned 
a similar salute and sped off into the lot. Preston then turned towards Alvin, 
“What the hell was that dude?”
 “I don’t know, he could have had us at the end.”
 “No. I meant you. What was that?”
 “Just got a little excited, remembered all those stories I read. Especially 
Sgt. York.”
 “Who’s that?”
 “Do you actually care?”
 “Hell yeah. Tell me.”
  As they started back Alvin put his arm around Preston’s shoulder and 
began, “Well, you see he was actually a pacifist...”
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Jasmin Cooper

Rooted in Uncertainty

I see the single slip of paper
sailing in the sky
No sense of direction
like a snake slithering on by.
I see the single slip of paper floating in the breeze;
no real direction, only uncertainties.
Uncertain of its future,
unsure of its path
Just a slip of paper, discarded like trash.
I too am this paper.
My future I do not know,
but unlike this paper, I cannot simply GO!
I cannot dance among the clouds
or swim across the sea
so I stand still-stuck rooted in uncertainties.
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The Beautiful Bronx: Gulls at Orchard Beach
Toby Z. Liederman

Photograph
Summer 2012
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Marichelle Renee Pita

A Hymn of Trance

Wooden cabin of blackened brown
within the depths of an acquainted forest.
I stood, I stood by the front door
‘til the highest grayed.

Upon the woods that cradled
--and within its crooked depths
I sought, I sought for my lost soul.
Fireflies of fragmented follies fluttering by.

Midnight combed the very earth.
Searchlights--on the dullest of tombstones.
Echoes of countless shadows walked past me
‘til the ghosts kept at bay found their fangs.

Sunlight amidst my dearest forest
soon burned my cheeks.
Olive-colored leaves with piqued honor
I see, against the ashes of the autumn soil.

Oh, bearer of the cracked stone tablet!
It sat, it’s there--staring right back at me.
My soul stood black, blue, and bare--
Hanging itself at the tip of a hook.
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Marisa Melendez

Winter

On this ivory morning,
 in this room without furniture,
 your thoughtful face is obscured by 

balls of light
And even though you’re sitting right
 across from me,
 my mind wanders to the memory of the
 time when we were caught in the snow
 while we  waited for the bus home.
I kissed you.
 Then you put your hands in your 
 pocket and we decided to walk.
In this room, we couldn’t be further
 apart and you don’t know that
this is the last time we’ll ever be together.
“I love you,” you whispered.
Persephone is going back to Hades.



16

Van Cortlandt Park
Eileen McNamee

Digital photograph
February 2010



17

Jasmine Miranda

Under The Rug

 For the longest time he didn’t know why he was different.  It was 
better then, not knowing. Without the knowledge of the reasons why 
people stared at him and his parents when they walked down the street, 
down the aisles in the supermarket, or up the stairs to their modest 
house, he could imagine endless possibilities. In his lonely mind he was 
a brown prince from a foreign land sent into hiding because of an evil 
usurper and was destined to one day reclaim his rightful place as king. 
He was the child of nomads searching for nirvana who had wandered 
too far from home. He had dreams of hot suns and lavish jewels. He 
was extraordinary…. This, of course couldn’t last. He was still inno-
cent—pure of any thoughts of baseless hatred. He learned. 
 Once knowledge stained his mind he learned just how outside of 
the world he really was. The mathematician in his mind could see it 
all very clearly: there was the circle his parents belonged to and there 
was the circle everyone in his tiny town belonged to, and there he 
was—right in the center of the lopsided Venn diagram. Belonging and 
not at the same time. His parents thought they were doing him a favor 
by excluding him from their reminiscing. They would speak quietly in 
Arabic of friends he had never met, family he didn’t know he had, and 
a culture he wasn’t allowed to know. Whenever he asked where they 
came from they would tell him that it was poorer than the fleas on an 
American church mouse and not to ask about it anymore. They had 
dreams of him becoming “something” and their dreams left him with 
nothing.
 What they didn’t understand was that after being on the outside for 
so long you begin to look for any chance to claim a spot in. You make 
the wrong friends. Do the wrong things. Say things you don’t mean. 
You morph yourself as much as possible into a person you believe will 
be accepted. His acceptance came in the form of Jean Lawrence.
 It all started three years ago. It was about six o’clock after school 
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and he was walking to his locker after meeting up with a teacher, 
making up a science lab from a day he was absent. The sun had already 
set, leaving the school eerily dark. The hallway was silent except for 
the sound of his sneakers and with each step he took he felt himself 
feeling almost happy. For so long he felt absolutely alone in a crowd of 
faces and names, but very rarely was he actually alone. He could almost 
convince himself that he was the only one alive in a town of ghosts.  It 
was the most relaxed he felt in a long time. He drifted to his locker, did 
his daily book shuffle, and was about to leave when he felt a hand clasp 
around his mouth and shoulders and drag him around the corner to an 
empty stairwell. 
 His heart sped up in dread. “Great. Another day, another fist in my 
face,” he thought to himself. He closed his eyes and prepared for the 
punch that never came. He was suddenly dropped on the floor and his 
tormenter looked around the corner in panic. As the blood left his ears 
he heard the sound of another person’s shoes tapping against the floor 
of the hall and he looked over his shoulder to see Jean cowering behind 
him, his large black hands shaking with both fear and amusement. After 
realizing who it was Ellis rolled his eyes. 
 “Not a bully—just an idiot,” he thought to himself. 
 In their freshman year Jean had been cast the role of school delin-
quent and managed to play his role in a way that even John Hughes 
would find stereotypical. He knew he had been type cast and was 
amused enough by it to play it up as much as possible.
 “What did you do?” 
 “Absolutely nothing,” he said with a wide smile that did nothing to 
hide his laugh.
 “Right,” Ellis said in disbelief before turning to go down the stairs. 
 “Wait!” he called, grabbing his arm, “Cover for me!”
 But before he could say no, Mr. Wells came into the corridor 
panting for dear life and sporting cheeks red like scarlet fever.
 “You!” he managed to let out, pointing at Jean’s chest.
  “What’s wrong, sir?” 
 He glared at the boy and barked, “In my office now!”
 “What for? Me and this guy were just working on a project 
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together. We did nothing wrong.” 
Mr. Wells turned to Ellis, obviously looking for corroboration, and 
before his brain could think of a response his mouth said, “It’s true. He 
was with me the entire time.”
 Seven words he would soon find himself repeating over and over
 Mr. Wells turned even redder before stomping away muttering 
about delinquent teenagers and their disrespectful ways. As soon as he 
was out of sight Jean leaned against the wall and burst into hysterical 
laughter. 
 “Oh man!” he let out, “I honestly had no intention of getting away 
with that one!”
 “Yeah,” Ellis said awkwardly, adjusting his book bag, “See ya.”
 He really didn’t want to know what he had just let Jean get away 
with. He just wanted to get on the late bus and reclaim some form of 
the peace he had found earlier before having to rejoin the land of the 
living.
 “Wait! You’re completely awesome!”
 He stayed silent for a moment because he had no clue how to 
respond to that.
 “Forget about it.” he said eventually and began to quickly walk 
down the stairs. He barely held in a groan when he heard Jean’s foot-
steps behind him.
 “No way! I owe you big. Trust me; you just spared me from 
possible expulsion.”
 His eyes widened, “What the heck did you do?”
 He laughed, “Who the hell says ‘heck’ anymore?”
 Ellis turned in embarrassment, “Whatever. Just forget about it.”
 He didn’t forget about it. It started off small at first. Jean would 
greet him in the halls. Then he would join his corner at lunch. Next 
he was sitting beside him in the one class they shared together. It was as 
though overnight a friendship tree he hadn’t planted suddenly sprouted. 
At first he found himself annoyed with the constant buzzing in his ear, 
but eventually it was almost comforting that he had finally met a person 
who didn’t look at him with fear or hatred shining in his eyes. It gave 
him hope about what life would be like when he finally got the hell out 
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of the boondocks. Their friendship was sealed after Jean stumbled upon 
him getting bashed behind the school and beat the racist so bad no one 
ever tried to mess with Ellis again. 
 After Jean there was Jordan Miller, who was basically a carbon copy 
of Jean with a slightly better conscience. Ellis found himself squirming 
and gasping as he was squished between Tweedledee and Tweedledum, 
and the more time he spent there the more uncomfortable he became 
with how much he let them get away with. With how much he ratio-
nalized their behavior. He tried his best to paint them as “good” in his 
mind. They had to be good; they were the only friends he had. 
 He didn’t think he’d changed that much but he knew deep down 
inside that the Ellis from three years ago would have never let things go 
this far. He would never lie or dismiss someone else’s needs for his own. 
He wasn’t a good person anymore.
 The local news looped every hour showing the same stories over 
and over. He didn’t even need the sound to recall what had been said; 
he had seen the same story three times. His worries stacked on top of 
each other like tangible objects in his mind. His hands shook and his 
eyes were red and burning from crying. He rubbed his eyes in an effort 
to soothe the ache but it did nothing. It was almost a relief to hear his 
phone chime on his nightstand. He quickly picked it up so he didn’t 
wake his parents in the next room and glanced at the alarm clock that 
obnoxiously declared it to be 2:23 in the morning.
 “Meet me at Jordan’s,” Jean said
 “My parents are asleep, I can’t just leave—”
 “Oh for fuck’s sake! You’re eighteen quit being such a kiss-ass and 
get over here.”
 Ellis listened to the beep that signaled the end of the call and 
remained still for several moments before finally putting the phone 
down. He sighed, turned off the TV, and reached for his car keys. 
 He carefully walked down the stairs and was intercepted by his 
chocolate lab, Mocha, who affectionately rubbed her head against his 
legs. He bent down to rub her back.
 “Shouldn’t you be asleep, baby girl?” he said, scratching an ear.
 She let out a low whine.
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 “I’ll be back soon.”
 He locked the door behind him and walked to his car. It was given 
to him for his eighteenth birthday, but he still had trouble believing it 
was his. It made him feel uncomfortable. It was the first car his father 
bought after years of saving. It was so well taken care of; it had no acci-
dents, great mileage, and was always freshly waxed by hand. Every time 
Ellis drove the car he felt the weight of his father’s presence as though 
he was firmly seated in the backseat judging him—telling him he didn’t 
like the way he drived nor the people he was forced to sit next to. 
 The drive was short and absolutely silent. He parked in front of 
Jordan’s house and saw the two boys in the front yard, arguing back and 
forth. Then after a few moments Jean swung and punched Jordan in the 
eye.
 “What the hell is wrong with you?” Jordan yelled, shoving Jean 
backward.
 Jean moved to punch Jordan again, and Ellis quickly got out of the 
car and moved in between the boys, quickly pushing them apart. 
 “Whoa! Jean, calm down!”
 A dog barked loudly in the house across the street and Ellis shoved 
the two boys into the house quickly before anyone could see them. Jean 
and Jordan stood in the living room glaring at each other.
 “Do you really think now’s a good time for you two to be fighting 
each other?” Ellis said angrily.
 “He’s fucking crazy!” Jordan said, gripping his face, “I told him I 
was gonna call the tip line and he started swinging!”
 “I’m crazy! What the fuck would you call the police for? Are you 
stupid?”
 “What are you talking about?” Ellis asked impatiently.
 “He’s gonna call the cops and tell them where we dropped her off.”
 “What’s wrong with that?” Jordan snapped.
 “Maybe if you use that grey blob between your ears you’d realize 
that you’re being a moron!”
 “We’d didn’t do anything wrong!” 
 “Do you really think that matters?” Jean snapped, “Look where we 
are!”
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 He gestured outside the window. The old couple across the street 
was huddled in front of their window toward Jordan’s house trying to 
see what was going on. Jean roughly ripped down the blinds and stared 
at the ground. He seemed to calm down slightly and Ellis cautiously 
approached him, laying a hand on his shoulder.
 “Jean, what are you talking about?” Ellis mumbled.
 Jean grabbed Ellis’s hand and brandished it in front of his face, as 
though introducing a new object to him. Ellis stared at the black hand 
encircling his own brown one and felt his stomach sink. The message 
was received.
 “Remember where we live, Ellis.” 
 “What are you going on about?” Jordan asked in confusion.
Jean let go of Ellis’s hand, “Tell me, who do you think is gonna get 
blamed for this?”
 “Nobody! We didn’t do anything!”
 “Cut the crap, Miller! I’m fucking tired of the doe eyed naivety 
already.”
 “Jean, calm down!”
 “Say we do go to the police. We tell it like it is: we dropped her 
off at the Greyhound, she walked off into the sunset with some pervert 
or whoever that fucker was, and we drove away. No Officer, we didn’t 
get a good look at the guy’s face. No we don’t know where she was 
headed. Yes we did wait three days to call you. That sounds suspicious 
even to my ears, and I know it’s the truth. And who do you think is 
gonna get blamed?” 
 “You?” He walked up to Jordan till he was a foot from his face, 
“The skinny white boy who never once got into a mess his mommy 
couldn’t get him out of?” 
 Ellis didn’t know who swung first. In a matter of moments the two 
were on the floor pushing and shoving each other. Ellis stood in shock 
and watched as Jean got the upper hand and punched Jordan in the face 
repeatedly. 
 “Stop!” he yelled yanking Jean’s shoulder and pulling him away 
from Jordan’s gasping body.
 Jean jerked in his arms and tried to move around him until Ellis 
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shoved him as hard as he could until Jean hit the wall. He slumped 
down and breathed harshly. Ellis stared at him.
 “Don’t move.”
 He moved to Jordan. Blood streamed down his nose, his lip was 
split, and he could already see the bruises swell.
 “Shit!” Ellis said nervously.
 He leaned down to his barely conscious friend and lifted him onto 
his shoulder.
 “Just leave me…” Jordan mumbled.
Ellis ignored him and turned to Jean, “Get out.”
 Jean nodded and left quickly. Ellis listened to the door slam shut 
and walked Jordan to the couch. He looked him over again.
 “Where’s your mom?” Ellis asked anxiously.
 “Working a double...”
 “I think your nose is broken.” He sighed.
 “Wouldn’t be the first time.”
 “We should go to the hospital.”
 Jordan nodded limply and Ellis moved to lift him again. He strug-
gled with his weight but managed to get him into the passenger seat of 
his car. He quickly ran over to the driver’s side and turned the engine 
on. He glanced over and saw that Jordan was falling asleep. He shoved 
his shoulder.
 “Don’t sleep.”
 He reached into the glove compartment and passed him a few 
McDonald’s napkins.
 “Here, mop up your face.”
 Jordan limply held the napkins to his nose and Ellis quickly drove 
off. 
 “Ellis?” he whispered.
 “Yeah?” 
 “Next time I try to pick a fight with Jean Lewis tell me to skip the 
middleman and just hit myself in the face with a frying pan.”
Ellis let out a relieved laugh. If Jordan was being clever his brain was 
probably okay, “The frying pan probably would’ve done less damage.”
 “Probably…” he trailed off and swallowed hard. “Hey, was he 
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right?” He hesitated, “About the town—”
 “Yes.” Ellis said, eyes gazing harshly at the empty road.
 “You too?”
 Ellis had the urge to laugh, but he knew there was absolutely 
nothing funny about the situation, “Jordan, did you really think I got 
the shit beat out of me because I was smart?”
 “I guess I did.” He whispered.
 Jordan looked out of the window as though he was seeing the 
world for the first time.
 “I’m sorry.” 
 “For what? Not treating me like I’m a terrorist? Being my friend? 
Shut up before I add my own punch to the mix.”
He laughed weakly, “Okay.”
 There was silence for a few minutes before Ellis spoke, his voice 
hoarse.
 “Why did we leave her there Jordan? I know she asked us to but…
what were we thinking?”
 “We weren’t,” he whispered, “When a hot chick asks if she can 
hitch a ride with you, you don’t think— you say ‘Hop in, where to?’”
 He wanted to deny those words, but as he thought of the dry 
mouthed, bumbling mess Mia Barlas had consistently turned him into 
he realized the truth. He would have driven her to Canada if she’d 
asked him to.
 They pulled into the hospital parking lot and Jordan quickly opened 
the door before Ellis fully stopped the car.
 “What are you—”
 “Go home.” He demanded, “I can walk myself in.”
 “Ten minutes ago you could barely stand.”
 “Look, it’s best if I just go in there alone. I’ll be fine. See you 
soon.” 
 Ellis watched as he limped into the hospital. He sat stationary, 
struggling to process all that had occurred within the last half hour. He 
looked at his reflection in the mirror and was shocked to see a large 
blood stain on his shirt. He let out a ragged breath and felt weariness set 
into his bones. 
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 He shakily started the car and drove to his house. He got out of 
the car and quickly raced up his porch—his heart beating in his throat. 
He drifted through the front door and carefully closed it behind him, 
trying his best not to wake his parents. Mocha lifted her head at him 
and her tail limply wagged in a sleepy greeting. He strode past her to 
the kitchen, lifting his shirt over his head and tossing it into the sink. 
He turned on the tap and watched as the blood seeped into the water 
and swirled down the drain. As he moved to wash the shirt he saw a 
droplet on his wrist that he violently scrubbed till his brown skin was 
scraped white. He dove into the sink, methodically scrubbing with 
robotic precision. He repeatedly dipped the shirt into the watery dish 
detergent till all the evidence disappeared into the pipes. He began to 
gag. He could smell it. The fumes burned their way up his nostrils and 
left scorch marks on his brain. It was the scent of his cowardice.
He began to sob in earnest. “I didn’t do anything wrong. I didn’t do 
anything wrong.” He chanted.
 On the refrigerator one of the many flyers posted around town 
hung from a magnet. The letters of the headline were scrambled in his 
mind, but he knew what they spelled.

M-I-S-S-I-N-G
 The picture showed a beautiful blonde girl with a wide smile and 
eyes lit with happiness, but he couldn’t see that girl. All he could see 
every time he closed his eyes was the girl who sat in the backseat of his 
car blankly gazing outside the open window. Her hair would be flying 
wildly in her face and she would make no effort to tame it. Her eyes 
would be rimmed with purple—like she hadn’t slept in years. Her nails 
would be chewed red and blistering. Her face would be pale and sickly. 
He should have known. He should have asked.
 “I didn’t do anything wrong!”
 He didn’t do anything right either.
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I Was Born Black, I’m Gonna Die Black

I was born black
I’m gonna die black

Yes, I was born black,
from the day I first came out my momma’s womb
they say, ain’t that the cutest little nigga baby you’d ever did see.
Yes, I was born black,
when I suckled my momma’s breast,
and then they passed me off to Lizzie’s
because Momma’s been sold
I was left black.
Yes I was born black, I was black!

On the day when I first saw who I thought was my father whipped
I was re-born black.
I saw through my black eyes,
then I heard through my black ears
that my Daddy ain’t my daddy,
and he ran and left me there – Escaped;
I was still black.
I wondered black when I heard about the underground railroad!

When I saw my master’s blood was as red as my not-daddy’s, 
when he came back from the war
with that gray uniform on,
I still knew I was black.

When they says “Y’all free, go on get out here”



27

I Was Born Black, I’m Gonna Die BlackYVONNE COLEMAN

and we all danced round happy as can be
I danced black!

When the moon came up, and the sun set,
when I woke up and there was a burning cross on our porch,
I was black

As I heard them scream “Y’all Niggas better get up out here!”
And we ran in fear,
I was scared black

When they hung my son, and I saw his tilted head
his feet dangling free… from that tree,
my heart died black
my strength grew black, my faith weakened black.
When we buried his corpse and sang Negro spirituals,
I was … Born Black

I was perfectly black when they tested them 400 Tuskegee Boys with the 
Syphilis disease;
I was awakened black, when I first heard Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. speak;
I got stronger black, as I saw Bro. Malcolm X on T.V.

I lived black as they hosed my people down, and sicked dogs on them,
I lived black as segregation became a war,
I was black when they tore down them nigga signs over the water fountain,
I was black when they said my skin was too light, my eyes too green, 
and my lips too thin;
As I walked to my desegregated high school
I dreamed black!

I was black when President Kennedy was shot;
Why?
Was he too black?
I was too black when I signed up for college.
I was perfectly black when?
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When they drafted for the Vietnam War;
I was miserable black when I came back exploited, crippled, and hooked 
on drugs;
I was angry when I couldn’t find work,
when I couldn’t feed my family and my wife left me,
I was black!

I was black as I stopped straightening my hair and donned my beautiful
round Afro.
My black fist raised high in emancipation, for declaration of reparations
I knew I wouldn’t get, as I put on 
My Black Panther Uniform and 
Marched black
Yes, I was black!

I was black as I graduated college,
as I earned my PhD,
as I earned my wages,
I was black

I remember black when they shot Eleanor Bumpis,
I saw through an opaque mind when they videotaped Rodney being beat-
en,
I read black and white when they raped Luema,
I was black as they shot my (grand) son seventeen times,
because his cell-phone looked like a gun.
Behind that shaded window
he was fifteen
Yes he was black!
We could have all been black, as the church crowds spilled into the streets,
At the funeral, but we were all colors.

Now my soul hurt black
as they freed the killers on a technicality,
because their uniforms were blue,
because the law said they saw no color.
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But!  As The nation grew quiet, behind our colored TVs
I began being tired black!
And I wept black on my cream colored skin
though my tears were clear, my face was the color of
Freedom.

I am still black!
As America finally decided that Black cannot run this country any worse
than
White can,
I have hope for blacks,
I have hope for the human color.
When the crowds filled that stadium
and Presidential Candidate Barrack Obama spoke so eloquently
I remember why our struggles were so black, that on a day such as this

We can remember Martin’s words so beautifully:
We are not defined by our colors
and “We shall Overcome!”
Someday…

It is the content of my heart
not the color of my skin
that 
the soul has no color
and
live black,
or 
DIE BLACK
I am here!
AND I… AM still BLACK
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Stacy Morales

Blues

The blues of missing you, even when you’re near me.
Fears me so deeply, down-pouring my sanity.
Fast-forwarding thoughts of our future together so abruptly stopped at that 
moment, thought, and second.
The atmosphere that we’re in is encased with perplexity, closing in our 
deep rooted thoughts to mere stupidity.
Sleepless night, early morning fight, the damn blue sky outside, bringing 
me to feel the crazy blues for loving this damn fool.
The thought of us has vanished for that moment, once more.
Sweety it hit me to the core.
I’m hurting inside all over.
Appease this pain to reclaim what’s yours and start all over again to rebuild 
this melancholy blue, to wholesome truth of our love going beyond its 
limit, reaching its peak.
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Rebecca Mills

The Queen

I’ve suffered a million years’ worth of sorrows
I’ve felt the pain of a thousand dying children
I’ve given birth to many and aborted more
I’ve died by the likes of man just to be murdered and brought back again
I’m the Queen of Stress
The bearer of sorrows
A mystic tossed into a sea of animals trying to eat me
A cat that was lead to believe I am evil
The speaker for the dumb
The eyes for the blind
The healer for the sick
And the mother of the world
All women are goddesses
Men are human
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A Winding Road to River’s End Bridge

 It was a small town, a quiet one, where wide expanses of farmland 
and rolling hills peeked from in between houses with rocking chairs on 
weather-worn porches. Not far off, a church bell could be heard through 
the singing of a dozen birds. Gong, gong, gong, gong, gong, gong, gong, gong, 
it went, adding to the sweet melody of the morning. Fields of flowers 
released their ambrosial perfume into the warm spring air and a nearby 
river gurgled softly as it entered an expansive ocean. Snow-capped 
mountains could be seen in the distance as the first rays of sun broke 
through the clouds and the early-risers began to stir, slowly bringing 
the town to life. Sleepy men emerged from their houses, yawning as 
they stretched and dragged their feet to open their businesses. The smell 
of freshly brewed coffee wafted from the windows of café-bars and the 
tinkling of bells could be heard as the doors to shops opened to let in the 
cool morning breeze.
 The dirt paved roads rumbled to life as a light blue pickup truck 
displaced some gravel beneath its tires, whirling up a cloud of dust as 
it came to a stop in the middle of the empty street. A large black boot 
emerged from the front, followed by a pair of too-tight dark washed 
jeans, ripped on one knee.  The man, clad in a rough black leather 
jacket with zippers and belts where it didn’t make sense to have them, 
pulled out a pair of dark Ray-Bans from the pocket of his white tee 
and perched them on the bridge of his nose, concealing the dark circles 
underneath his venomous green eyes and shielding them from the grow-
ing intensity of the sun. His shaggy black hair rustled in the wind as he 
took in his new surroundings. “Wha’ kinda town is this?” He murmured 
to himself, lighting a cigarette. It looked boring, not the type of place he 
was used to, but he didn’t care as he made his way to the nearest café; he 
had some business to take care of. 
 As he pushed his way through an old wooden door, he was met by 
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an overwhelming smell of warm pancakes that made his nostrils burn. 
The place was dimly lit and too humble for his tastes. A row of square 
tables with menus propped on top lined a wall with large windows and 
on the opposite side, was a long bar with a large, potbellied, bald man and 
all sorts of drinks behind it. He walked up to the man, who was prepar-
ing coffee in an espresso machine and didn’t notice him walk in. He 
cleared his throat and the man looked up, a quick expression of horrid 
surprise flashed on his countenance before dissipating into a forced smile. 
“How can I help ya today?”
 “Gimme a scotch on ice,” he said, taking a long draw from his ciga-
rette and releasing it in the man’s face. The man waved the smoke away 
and coughed.
 “Sorry, fellow, but smokin’ ain’t allowed in here,” he said through 
gritted teeth. “An’ it’s goddamn 8 AM right now. We ain’t servin’ no 
liquor this early.” He stared at the man from over his sunglasses with one 
eyebrow raised, saw the discontent on the man’s face, and stubbed out his 
cigarette on the polished glass counter. 
 “I dunno,” he said, moving his shades to the top of his head. “I kinda 
want my scotch. I see it right behind you.” With a lazy finger, he indi-
cated a half full bottle on the shelf behind the man.
 “I ain’t servin’ you nothin’ ‘til you get your filth off my counter,” the 
man sputtered.
 “Alright,” he said, and flicked the cigarette towards the man. It hit 
him right on his large stomach, leaving a trail of ashes behind.
 “You’ve got some nerve, young man!” the man bellowed. “Get outta 
my restaurant and outta my town, ya filthy rat!” He came around the 
counter and vigorously indicated the exit as he continued to yell. The 
man in the leather jacket casually exited the restaurant, chuckling to 
himself, with the bald man behind him spewing obscenities onto deaf 
ears.
 “Ya good for nothin’ hooligan!” The door slammed behind him and 
he turned around to see the bald man glaring and muttering to himself.
 Lowering his sunglasses, he made his way back to his truck and lit 
another cigarette, observing as school children made their way out of 
their houses and filled the street with activity. Some awkwardly gawked 
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at him as they walked past, a group of teenage girls giggled and whis-
pered to each other as their eyes settled on him, and others tried to avoid 
eye contact altogether; every single one of them noticed that there was 
a stranger in town. But only one caught his eye—a girl who couldn’t be 
older than fifteen with her long, sandy waves tied up in a neat ponytail. 
For a moment, her clear blue eyes met his before she quickly glanced 
down at the bundle of books she carried in her arms. A touch of pink 
bloomed on her cheeks and tips of her ears. He smiled to himself and 
allowed his eyes to follow her into the school building. 
Subject found.

 The sky was now an opaque slate, denoting the impending storm. 
Not a single ray of sunshine was let through the dense wall of clouds. The 
wind had picked up and there was a sharp chill in the air. She pulled the 
collar of her jacket up and hunched her back, trying to keep warm, let-
ting her mind wander and trying not to think about the coldness of her 
fingers. Who was that stranger she saw this morning? Her small, proud 
town did not have many visitors and when they did, the town’s custom 
was to be as hospitable to strangers as possible. Her feet hit the pavement 
more quickly now. She didn’t want to be late coming home from school 
or her mother would worry. “Don’t be late for supper,” her mother 
told her that morning, planting a kiss on her forehead. In her arms, her 
baby sister, only two years old, giggled and waved goodbye to her as she 
stepped out the front door. 

 The man paced around nervously, kicking up dirt as he waited. The 
pacing and rapid beating of his heart warmed him from the cold. Peering 
around the corner one more time, he finally saw her. Quickly smooth-
ing back his hair and pulling out a notepad, he began to walk down the 
block, briskly, seemingly engaged with whatever was written on the 
paper. They collided and his notepad dropped to the ground. Startled, the 
girl quickly apologized and continued to do so as she helped him pick 
up his notepad. It wasn’t until she looked up that her eyes widened with 
recognition. He was something out of a magazine, with a dirty rocker 
look and youthful vibe that girls her age swooned over. He still had his 
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dark shades on so she couldn’t make out his face, but he looked to be 
in his mid-twenties. She tried to find his eyes, but all she could manage 
were the subtle outer contours. 
 “I’m terribly sorry, sir. I should have been paying attention to where 
I was going,” she said, handing the pad back to him. It had messy scrawl 
all over it, as if someone had haphazardly and arbitrarily made scribbles 
on the page; she couldn’t make out a single word.
 “It was my fault,” he said, taking the paper from her. “I shouldn’t be 
reading and walking at the same time.” He smiled and laughed. “Hey, I’m 
not from around here, as you might have noticed. I was wondering if you 
could help me with some directions.” She nodded and he continued. “I 
was looking for the River’s End Bridge. I have directions here,” he indi-
cated his notepad, “but it seems I can’t even read my own handwriting.”
“The River’s End Bridge is pretty far from here. It would probably take 
at least three hours and a half on foot. It’s on the outskirts of town.” 
He looked at her pitifully. “I thought I was close when I saw this town. 
But I have a truck and can drive there. Now, if only I could find my way 
back to it. I think it was in front of Joe’s Café Bar…”
 “Oh! That’s not too far from here. I’m actually heading in the same 
direction. I’ll take you there.”
 “Thanks, darling!” he said and started heading in the complete op-
posite direction.
 “You’re going the wrong way,” she sighed, leading him in the correct 
direction. She continued to walk briskly, the cold now pressing in more 
fervently. But the stranger straggled behind and she slowed down out of 
courtesy.
 “You’re shivering. Here, take my jacket.” Before she could say 
anything, he draped his leather jacket over her shoulders. He was now in 
a wool sweater.
 “Arr you su-sure? Arr’nt yo-ou c-cold?” She didn’t even realize her 
teeth were chattering.
 “I’m fine,” he replied. “I’m used to this kind of weather. I guess I’m 
cold-blooded,” he chuckled.
 “S-so where are you f-from?” She felt her blood slowly circulate 
back into her finger-tips.
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 “I’m from the city. Just passing by here to visit my Aunt Bernie. I 
received a letter from her saying she’s very sick right now. I’m afraid she 
won’t make it.” He started to wring the pen in his hand.
 The blue pick-up slowly came into view as the first drops fell from 
the sky, pelting them on their heads. He almost ran to his car, fumbling 
with the keys, as if he were trying to get inside as quickly as possible. 
“Hey, do you live far from here? I’ll give you a lift.” She looked around 
the deserted streets and felt her hair sticking to her face. He sensed her 
hesitation. “I still need directions to the bridge. I don’t want to keep my 
Aunt Bernie waiting. She doesn’t have anyone to take care of her.” There 
was urgency in his voice. 
 “I’ll just stay out here,” she said, uncomfortably.
 “But the rain’s picking up. I don’t want you getting sick now.” He 
opened the passenger’s seat door for her.
 “Actually, I should be getting home now or my folks will worry.”
 “It’ll only take a second. I’ll drop you off.”
 The icy rain stung her face and she longed for shelter from the 
storm, which drenched her stockings. She noticed that she was still wear-
ing his jacket which was now also soaked. This man was quite a gentle-
man to lend it to her and she felt a pang of guilt for not being more 
considerate. It would only be a few minutes and she must be courteous 
to this stranger who needed her. Nodding, she slowly slipped into the 
seat next to him right before an arctic chill raced through the streets and 
ruffled the leaves on nearby trees. A chime could be heard in the distance.
He handed her the pad and she started to write the directions, thinking 
pensively. She heard him exclaim and looking up to see what had hap-
pened, she was suddenly met with a damp cloth. She tried to struggle and 
scream, but he smothered her nose and mouth until she fell unconscious. 
Ripping off his sunglasses, he smiled slyly as she slumped back into the 
seat.

 She didn’t know how long she had been unconscious, but when she 
awoke, the sky was dark and the storm was blowing full force, bringing 
down rain like the heavens were falling. Heavy bullets banged angrily on 
the roof. The only sensation she noticed was a searing pain throughout 
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her entire body, but especially deep inside of her; she felt ripped open—
torn. As her eyes adjusted to the blackness around her, she could make 
out shapes, huddled in heaps and moving ever so slightly—human bodies. 
She heard the sniffling restlessness and the nightmares fill the room as 
they turned in their sleep. Each one of them were girls, clothed in reveal-
ing slips of fabric and faces grimly vibrant with pinks and reds and blues 
in the dark. The room was small and sparsely furnished with a few cots 
and chairs strewn about here and there. The linoleum tiles beneath her 
bare feet felt damp. A strong sweaty odor filled the room and mixed with 
what smelled like cheap perfume with floral undertones, creating a truly 
nauseating aroma. She didn’t know where she was, but she knew she was 
not home. 
 Somewhere in the distance she heard some bolts being unlocked, 
then a thin stream of light entered the room. The fog in her head made 
her too weak to move; she felt drowsy, as if everything unfolding before 
her eyes were a dream. The other girls cowered into a corner as if they 
were afraid of the brightness. It stung her eyes, but she squinted towards it 
anyway and saw the man with sunglasses enter with two other men, both 
middle-aged. For a brief moment, she felt her heart quicken in hopes of 
being saved. 
 “How ya doin’, baby?” The man in the sunglasses said as he ap-
proached her. He sounded frighteningly different; this was not the 
gentleman she thought she had met. He took off his sunglasses to reveal 
piercing green eyes which seemed too bright and clear for the dark 
circles underneath them. She felt her tongue go limp and when she tried 
to speak, she could only utter out a pathetic whimper. “I brought some 
friends for you,” he said, indicating the two men behind him. The men 
grinned maliciously, staring her up and down. She followed their eyes 
across her body and for the first time, she realized she was bound, gagged, 
and naked. She could now feel the icy, hard wood underneath her bare 
skin as the adrenaline pumped into her brain and awakened her senses. 
This wasn’t a dream. It was real. She began to panic, but the man with the 
sunglasses stopped her before she could cry out, laying a hand over her 
mouth. 
 “Nu-uh. If you scream, your family will get it,” he pulled back his 
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jacket to reveal a gun. “If you want your family to be safe, you’ll be a 
good girl and do as we say,” he smiled and slapped her hard. Her face 
burned and her head spun as her eyes automatically blurred and over-
flowed. All she could think about was that gleaming gun.
 Her family flashed before her eyes as he continued to describe 
the horrific things he could do to them—her sweet mother suddenly 
snatched up and bound, watching helplessly as her baby is taken away 
from her and slashed to death. Their house burned with everyone inside. 
Her friends found in a sewer, naked and beheaded. Her eyes gleamed 
with terror and tears rolled uncontrollably down her face. She could not 
subject those that she loved to such torture and demise. She would never 
forgive herself if something were to happen to them. Her life wasn’t as 
important as all theirs; she will become their martyr. 
 “Have fun, fellas,” the man in the sunglasses said as he disappeared 
into the darkness. The men rubbed their hands together and let out low 
laughs as they approached her. The river roared outside.

 Every so often, men would come in and gaze at the girls, some as 
young as five years old, with glistening perverted eyes and licking their 
lips. Many times, their eyes fell on her even though she did everything in 
her power to seem unappealing to them. Their eyes would run over her 
body, they would walk around her like a predator hunting its prey, then 
suddenly pounce. “I want the new girl,” they would say, handing a wad of 
money to the man in sunglasses. How she despised him. Feelings which 
she never felt before brewed up inside her and she forgot everything her 
mother taught her about being a lady, about being a good person. She 
wouldn’t dare to attack because she was too weak to make a dent in their 
iron grip. She wouldn’t dare to run, because she was too slow to make it 
far. Whenever she tried, she would end up with a gun to her head, a hand 
on her throat, and unfathomable threats spit into her face. She thought 
about her family back home, and the threats reverberated in her mind. 
She would have to give in; there was no other choice. And every night, 
she would be torn apart, exposed.
 Every night was met with a new nightmare from which she awoke 
screaming and drenched in perspiration. Eventually she became afraid 



42

A Winding Road to River’s End BridgeJENNIFER LIU

of sleep and walked around, zombie-like, in the night. She ate less, but 
was forced to eat more anyway. Her skin became pale and she too began 
to be painted in pinks, reds, and blues until she looked like the others: 
broken, abandoned, and lost. She lost all sense of time and it made no 
sense to her to keep track of the days, weeks, or months; she no longer 
had anything left to look forward to.

 One day, a large, potbellied, bald man picked her out. He seemed 
oddly familiar, but she couldn’t be sure; everything now seemed a blur 
and she felt that she could no longer trust her own mind. Their eyes met 
only briefly, but she noticed a quick gleam of surprise and regret flash 
across his countenance. He looked back at the man with the sunglasses 
and then back at her, rubbing his hands together like he was about to 
have a delectable meal. “What’s yer name, beautiful?” he asked her, but 
she didn’t reply. She just stared, stoic and unmoving. She had become a 
statue for display and loan. The man paid for her and dragged her out of 
the line of girls. She didn’t resist. She stopped trying long ago when her 
determination and rebelliousness fizzled out and left an emptiness in its 
place. She expected the same procedure: the man would woo her, talk for 
a long time as she stared blankly, not even pretending to listen, and then 
he would proceed to shred her apart just like the others. Her body was 
gone, destroyed and disgusting to her, but she continued trying to hold 
on to the remaining shreds of her spirit; although even that deteriorated 
like snow on a sunny day. 
 “I want ta’ take her alone,” the man whispered to her captor, hand-
ing him another large wad. They both peered over at her, the man in the 
sunglasses counted the money, then nodded, seemingly satisfied. Together, 
they walked out of the compound, the man slowly trotting behind her. 
But as he got to his car, he fumbled with his keys. Night enshrouded 
them and the smell of rain was in the air. A sharp chill pierced her skin, 
exposed to nature’s fury. She was suddenly reminded of a stormy night 
a long time ago when the man in the sunglasses asked her for directions 
to the River’s End Bridge. She shouldn’t have trusted him. She shouldn’t 
have gotten into his truck. She should have run away. Run away. Run 
away. A newspaper fell out of the pocket of the man’s jacket and opened 
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to reveal a sketch of the man with the sunglasses. “Wanted” was typed 
in a large, bold faced font. Something inside of her clicked. This rotund 
man, he… she didn’t finish her thought.
 The river rumbled in the distance as the man finally found the ap-
propriate key for his car. But it was already too late. The girl’s legs moved 
on their own and she ran towards the river with newfound energy, a 
renewed spirit fueled by hatred and regret. This was her only chance 
to escape. Nothing else mattered to her at this moment. All the threats, 
she realized, were empty, senseless, and impossible to execute. Surely, the 
town realized that the stranger was responsible for her disappearance. He 
was a wanted man and any stranger that entered her town never went 
unnoticed. The adrenaline pumped strong and she knew this was her 
calling. She was no longer the innocent girl she used to be; she was now 
corrupted and destroyed, but from this, she found new strength. River’s 
End Bridge slowly emerged as trees blurred past her. It loomed menac-
ingly over the water; a ghost in the night. She jumped into the river right 
beside the bridge and let the current carry her away from her broken life. 
It was strangely calming feeling the cold wetness seep through her thin 
clothes and surround her on every side, slipping into every crevice. The 
cold embrace consumed her and she sunk, drifting away to anywhere and 
nowhere; but at least far from here, the River’s End Bridge, where she 
shattered to a million pieces.

 He received the news from a quick whisper as he counted his money. 
“Are ya fuckin’ serious? Again?” he bellowed, slamming a fist into the 
table and knocking down a stack of bills, but a part of him expected it. It 
was all just part of the business. 

 He entered his blue pick-up truck, his sunglasses hiding eyes which 
were focused on the open, winding road. There was a town in the dis-
tance in which he had some business to take care of. Lighting a cigarette, 
he quickly checked his reflection in the rearview mirror and smoothed 
down a few shaggy hairs. The sun pulsed strongly as the blue truck 
conquered the desolate road leading away from the river, leaving a trail of 
smoke and ashes behind it.
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Andres Marquez 

Alight 

The filthy world of diminishing returns…
I was borne into it, against my will.
Have been clamoring against it, all my life;
you…you’ve been marooned a long time, my life.
Moored to the docks of uncertainty, my love,
you need some upliftment.
Fulfillment does not come with longevity,
but only with the understanding that happiness
is where You are, not where IT is.
If you look outside of your self for it 
you’ll be in a constant state of searching.
Look within. 
The lighting is more flattering there, anyway.
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Jennifer Morin 

Pushing Forward 

Strong willed to push forward but willing to pause
No cause for alarm but my pause won’t dissolve
Ignoring earthly urges that cause me to stand still
With this unwilling willingness so absurd and unreal
Consider my words as an open letter to regretting
Forgetting to relinquish my choice of relenting
My lacking proves to be an unbreakable shield
And congealed reactions give way to a yield
Legs numb from walking in circles and pacing
Mind racing with images of past mistakes and time wasting
Misplacing energy ahead of my naïve sense of dreaming
While weaving a dream devoid and bereft of all meaning
Mind heavy and arms dangle lifeless among the living
Flaming thoughts burn images to remind of misgivings
Sealed lips guard clenched teeth locked tight and seething
Contempt to surrender to the lost cause of being
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Claribel Tejeda 

I Wait For My Time To Go 

I wait for my time to go
Watching myself go grey
Almost time to be put below

At last, it’s my final show
Death, no need for delay
I wait for my time to go

Following my sweet old beau
For me there is no spring of May
Almost time to be put below

I show no pain, no ache, no woe
Sitting, waiting, no time to stray
I wait for my time to go

My love has left a long time ago
He will show me the way
Almost time to be put below

I shall not greet Death as a foe
I do not wish to stay
I wait for my time to go
Almost time to be put below.
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Alexandria Torres

The Echo and The Amp 

 It was starting to seem like the road was going to keep on running. 
The view became a long procession of trees hours before, dancing to 
the beat of the steady wind in the nighttime. A few dozen miles back 
Sean rolled his window down and let the breeze mess his mass of curls. 
Bitch hair, Jimmy would always call it, and Sean’s usual response was 
that it was better than having no hair. He didn’t know if Jimmy was 
bald by nature or if it were a stylistic choice, but he couldn’t imagine 
him with hair anyway.
 It wasn’t the first time they had a long road trip, and it wouldn’t 
be the last. Sean knew Jimmy’s old Ford Focus better than he knew his 
own room at this point, slept in that car more often than in his apart-
ment. Sean had put his seat belt on long ago, but Jimmy didn’t bother 
with them. Held him back, he said. The paint had dulled and rusted on 
the car, bearing scars from particularly late nights, in particular the dent 
in the back door that was there since before Sean knew Jimmy DeSilva. 
The seat Sean sat on had a tear, the yellow stuffing visible between his 
legs. But the piece of shit had always gotten them from venue to venue, 
from the nightclubs crawling with kids desperate to finger-bang their 
dates, to the bars where no one gave a crap about the live music; they 
just wanted their liquor fast, thank you very much. 
 Sean had gone into the cup holder, pulling coins from the mass of 
change Jimmy kept there, rolling a penny between his fingers. He had 
hoped that a penny could be a suitable diversion, but it was back with 
the other copper pieces before they even reached Kentucky. Sean’s eyes 
went from the rearview mirror, which showed their black duffel bags 
sitting on the back seats, to the windshield, looking at the car in front 
of them. He had that license plate memorized, and Sean knew he’d be 
less distracted once that car finally got off on its exit. Dinner had come 
and gone, the proof littered on the floor of the car, and it didn’t last 
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anywhere near long enough, by Sean’s estimation.
 Sean’s eyes went from the radio to the man driving, and then back 
again. Jimmy usually had music pumping through his car, but the white 
hands never touched the radio. Small hands. A well-timed joke about 
those hands might be the one thing that could catch Jimmy off guard, 
but he could almost hear Jimmy talking about what those hands could 
do. As a fighter, as a lover, Jimmy’s bravado never letting a chance 
to gloat go unnoticed. Deeeeeeelicious DeSilva, the man who has 
bench-pressed the natural enhancements of many a female. Conquests 
in different cities, and he’d brag about them, about how he made his 
partner scream the previous night.
 Sean shook his head, forcing himself to think about something else. 
About rap music. He reached for the radio, hoping the music could 
help him out.
 “Don’t.” Sean’s hand snapped back to his side, a mental oops going 
off in his head. Jimmy’s car, Jimmy’s rules.
 “I just… I wanted to…” He scolded himself for being mush-
mouthed with Jimmy. He’d known the other man too long for it to 
come to this, but thoughts of Jimmy, of the previous night made it hard 
to maneuver around the right things to say. He took a breath. “I was 
bored.”
 “It’s all right, man, no problem. It’s broken.”
 “Oh.” That made sense. Sean forced his eyes forward, trying to 
think of another plan. He would do anything to be able to fall asleep, to 
stop thinking, but another attempt to shut his eyes would yield the same 
results, he was sure of it. No sleep, just stronger mental images. Wasn’t 
that what night driving was for, a chance to rest for a while? Damn it.
 “That’s what happens when you let Mike take a shift driving.” 
Sean’s head whipped towards Jimmy, blinking. Jimmy was still staring 
forward, and Sean almost wasn’t sure he’d actually heard his friend.
 “What?”
 “We had to drive to Columbus from Trenton overnight a few 
weeks ago for the big show with Splitting Hairs, you remember that?” 
Sean nodded. He had to miss that gig, and take a bus back home to 
check on his mother. Jimmy just watched out of the corner of his eye, 
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focused on the road. “Well, about halfway there, I let Mike drive my 
baby the last few hours. And guess who decides to see what happens 
when you put a slice of bologna in the CD player?”
 Sean couldn’t help his laugh, and wondered if he should apologize 
after, but decided it wasn’t worth the fuss. “You’re lying.”
 “I swear to fucking God! I wake up and this bastard kept trying to 
convince me not to turn on my CD player!”
 The giggles came out before he could stop them. “Nothing you 
could do to save it?”
 Jimmy glanced towards him for a second, before saying, “Imagine 
bologna, with bits of sweaty cheese and mustard on it. Now imagine it 
in my radio.”
 At that point, Sean was no longer bothering to attempt to hold it 
in. Jimmy was playing it up for him, he was sure of it. Sean wouldn’t 
put it past the lead singer of their band to pull something like that 
anyway. Mike was brilliant, when he was all there, but Mike had a 
tendency to vacate his body once the lights went out. And sometimes, 
when they were on too. “Why would you let Mike drive anyway? You 
know how he is! Where was Andreas?”
 “Andreas’ shit band was performing up in Cleveland, remember? It 
was just me and Mike.”
 “Still shouldn’t have let Mike drive.”
 “What, I’m not allowed to be fucking tired? And I thought he was 
clearheaded; didn’t see him pop anything before we left.”
 “Let me repeat this back to you, see if you understand what you 
just said,” Sean replied, grinning at him. “You thought Mike was clear-
headed.”
 That time, Jimmy’s laugh met his. Higher pitched than his own and 
it almost made Sean’s smile stretch off his face. “Okay, okay, I know, 
shut up!” Sean tried his best to obey, but little snickers still escaped. “I 
mean, he’s going to pay once we’re back home and we’ve got time for 
that, but if I gotta be on the road for days at a time without seeing my 
bed, I’d at least like my damn radio. Fucking Mike, man.”
 “Fucking Mike,” he echoed. Something he’d heard and said on far 
too many occasions. “You know, I could sing, if you want music.”
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 “I’d rather shoot my brains out and dance to the sounds of my brain 
splattering against the window.” Sean punched his arm, but he might as 
well have tickled the other man; accomplished the same thing.
 “Screw you.”
 “Screw you.” Jimmy’s voice was squeaky, and Sean wondered for a 
second if his voice actually sounded like that to Jimmy. “Do you hear 
yourself?” Jimmy took up the squeaky voice again, his voice becoming 
that of a chipmunk as he sang a verse of one of Sean’s favorite songs. 
“And you like the shittiest music.”
 “How dare you?” Sean asked, mock-insulted. 
 “How dare I? Easy. You like shitty music.”
 “Fuck you, that’s fantastic music.”
 “Why is that your solution to everything?” Jimmy shot back. “Fuck 
me, screw me… you fucking pervert.”
 Sean flinched, repeating the words in his head. You fucking pervert. 
“NO! No, I meant like, fuck off. I didn’t mean I want to have sex with 
you—”
 “Sean, shut up. I know that, I’m not a tard.” Sean wished he had 
a response, and a million ran through his head, but none of them felt 
good enough for Jimmy. His fingers found the fabric of his jeans, 
pinching at it, wishing he went along with Jimmy’s joke. So jumpy. 
The words Sean was aching to say and the words Jimmy would care to 
hear seemed at odds, and Sean could not figure out which would hurt 
him more to say.
 Sean wondered how weeks could’ve gone by without catching 
on that Jimmy’s radio was busted for a bit, but it didn’t take long for 
it to make sense. Laughter like what they were doing before, chatter 
about nothing in particular but it was the most important thing in the 
moment, in hours that felt far too short. Sean yearned for that kind of 
conversation, yearned for the friend he hoped he didn’t leave in the 
motel they slept in the night before.
 “Things don’t have to be this hard, you know.” His eyes remained 
on his pants. He didn’t want to see how Jimmy would react to his state-
ment, if he would react at all. If it mattered. 
 “That’s life, man. Hard.”
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 Sean’s nails dug into his jeans as he forced himself to exhale. He had 
to speak now, had to find his Jimmy through all the dismissals. “…we 
can talk about it. We’ve got time.”
 “Or, we can. leave it alone.”
 “Or we can leave it alone. Fine.” Sean forced himself to look up, 
but Jimmy wasn’t looking at him. More interested in the car in front of 
them. “Hey, uh…” He had to do something, say something. “How’s 
Mike getting in?”
 “Hitched a ride with Gary, I think.”
 “You didn’t ask? You know they’ll be pissed if Mike’s not there for 
mic check.”
 Jimmy shrugged. “Just said he had a ride. Always finds a way there, 
that son of a bitch.”
 “I guess,” Sean knew if he didn’t draw Jimmy into more conversa-
tion, it would drop again, but he was running out of things to say. He 
wished their idiot singer were there, telling his stories and substance-
fueled observations. He wished he had thought to find Gary before the 
van took off, had given Jimmy space. Sean wished for a lot of things, 
most of all that he didn’t have to feel this way talking to Jimmy. It was 
Jimmy. 
 Jimmy pounded his fists against the steering wheel, and Sean 
jumped. Words died on his lips as soon as Jimmy focused on him. 
“What do you want from me?” It’s a trick question, Sean’s sure of it. 
“Hello, talking to you, fucking answer. What do you want from me?”
 “Jimmy, I…”
 Jimmy didn’t even give him a chance to explain. “What? What do 
you want from me?”
 “Jimmy, let me…” Sean raised his voice, hoping to be allowed to 
say something—anything, he wasn’t sure what explanation he could 
give him—but Jimmy just interrupted again.
 “Do you even know? Huh? Do you?”
 Something in Sean stretched thin under the mass of questions, 
none of them aimed at finding any real resolution. Everything Sean was 
mulling over didn’t seem to matter anymore; Jimmy claimed that he 
wanted to hear what Sean was after, so that was what he would respond 
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with. “I want you to at least acknowledge something happened last 
night!”
 Jimmy gripped the wheel. Little hands. Little hands that had been 
places no other hands had been. Sean had begun to wonder if he should 
have yelled like that when Jimmy finally responded.
 “Something happened last night.”
 “Yes?”
 “It didn’t mean anything.”
 “Then we should be able to talk about it,” Sean pushed. Had to 
keep pushing. 
 “Want to talk about it?” Jimmy sighed. “Fine. It was kind of weird, 
hell, maybe even a little fun. It was awkward as shit waking up with 
you there… like that. And um… I‘m surprised you can walk.”
 “Wow.” Sean almost snorted. Of all the places for Jimmy’s ego to 
pop up. “Oh, wow. Really?”
 “Thought it was how that worked.”
 Sean couldn’t decide what was funnier; the fact Jimmy said that or 
the fact that Jimmy was completely serious. “Guess not.” Sean bit his 
lip, before continuing. “Want to hear what it was like for me?”
 “You’re going to tell me anyway, aren’t you?”
 “Smart.” Sean started pinching the material of his jeans again, 
spilling the thoughts he’d had since the moment he woke up under the 
thin, off-white sheets next to Jimmy in the overheated motel room. “I 
liked it. I mean, yeah, it hurt some—I can still fucking walk though—
but it wasn’t too bad. I liked it. It was better than I thought it would 
be.”
 “You’ve thought about it?”
 Sean nodded. It was the first time he had allowed himself to say it. 
He had errant thoughts about men before, about Jimmy before, but it 
was something that a bit of company and a lot of booze could usually 
wash away. It wasn’t something he could discuss with a bunch of guys 
who bragged about this broad and those breasts. “Plenty of times.” He 
moved his hand away from his leg, swallowing, forcing himself to look 
up. “Mostly with you.”
 He waited a few seconds for Jimmy to add anything, only 
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expanding on the thought once he was sure Jimmy had nothing to say. 
“All the time, when we have to crash together in someone’s place, or 
when you let me drive and I’m alone and you’re sleeping right next to 
me.”
 “The fuck?”
 “I’m trying to be honest with you.”
 “I never asked you for honesty!”
 “Well, maybe I wanna give you some fucking honesty. Look…” 
Sean sighed. “Remember the time we slept on Gary’s futon before 
going off to Ann Arbor for that show with Behind the Sun and Dirt, 
Dirt? In September, I think.”
 “Yeah, I do,” Jimmy responded, “It was August.”
 “Yeah, that’s right, my bad. August.” He remembered. Jimmy was 
in his tank top and sweatpants most of the time, complaining about 
carrying the amplifier in that heat. “You suck at sleeping, man. You 
kept kicking me.”
 “Where are you going with this?”
 “Can you let me speak?” Sean snapped. “I woke up with your arm 
over me. It was the most comfortable thing in the world, man. I mean, 
Tara and me had called it quits months ago, and I couldn’t remember 
the last time I slept with a chick, after sex or otherwise, and…”
 “I’m not your goddamn therapist.”
 “But you are the person who makes me feel comfortable.” Sean 
could remember it clearly. Waking up alone so often. Hearing the 
guys shoot the shit about some pair of tits their face was between. He 
couldn’t do it, could never do those one and dones. And then there was 
Jimmy; holding him, cuddled closer than he’d ever expected. It wasn’t 
something he could talk about, but it was something that stood with 
him. Months. Everywhere they went, when they had to sleep in the 
same room, or when they were traveling, or when they were setting up 
equipment or selling shirts.
 And then Jimmy was holding him last night. Everything he wanted, 
right there, and it was gone like that. Jimmy wasn’t there in the 
morning, just a text that he had to help with some electrical stuff. And 
Sean kept waiting for something, anything that showed that last night 
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happened. And what he got was the order to “shut up”.
 “You started it last night, okay? You… you were the one who 
kissed me first. You were the one who asked for the damn condom. 
So… let me turn the tables for a moment here, ask you your own ques-
tion.” Sean knew he was crossing a line, but he didn’t care anymore. 
Jimmy started it. Jimmy brought it there, brought it exactly where Sean 
wanted it, and Sean wasn’t going to pretend it didn’t happen. “What do 
you want from me?”
 “I don’t want anything from you,” Jimmy snapped, “I was drunk. It 
meant nothing.”
 “Why’d you do it in the first place?”
 “I was drunk! I don’t know, I guess I just wanted to try.”
 “Why?”
 “Will you stop?”
 “What are you so afraid of, Jimmy? Huh? That you might be 
attracted to me? That this is something you can’t joke away?”
 “I’m not afraid of anything, okay? Last night meant nothing; you 
mean nothing! You got that? Do you need me to repeat that for you?”
 Sean stared at him, without an answer for that. Nothing. Jimmy 
stared at him, his features beginning to soften, and Sean knew he had to 
stop this from going further. From forcing itself deeper. “Focus on the 
damn road.”
 “I didn’t mean it like that.”
 “Focus on the damn road,” Sean said. He ran his hand through his 
hair, fingers getting caught in a knot. He should’ve tied it up. “How 
long until Richmond?”
 “Maybe another three hours.”
 “Too long.”
 “Probably.” Jimmy nodded for a bit, his attention flipping from the 
road to Sean, never quite lingering on him. His responsibility was to the 
road and Sean could understand that, wishing they had a better place to 
discuss that—preferably a place where he could run. “Look, you don’t 
mean nothing. We’ve spent too much time together for you to mean 
nothing.”
 “Then why did you say it, Jimmy?”
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 “I don’t know. Because I don’t know. I’ve been thinking about it 
since I woke up next to you and I still don’t know why I did it.”
 “If you don’t know, then who does?”
 Jimmy shrugged. He usually had a response, knew just what to say, 
and when Sean most needed that, there was nothing. “I don’t know, 
maybe…” Jimmy shook his head. “I don’t know.”
 A small smile—at least he wasn’t being dishonest; at least he wasn’t 
holding it in. There were a bunch of different ways this could go, and 
although there was no real answer in his words, at least Sean had this. 
“Look. I know what I want, and… I think you should figure out what 
you want.”
 “I have no fucking clue…”
 “And that’s why you have to figure it out, dumb-ass.”
 “You wanna know what I want? I want peace.”
 “What, should I ask Gary for a ride?”
 “No, no, he’ll think something’s up… fucking hell.” A hand went 
to his head. “Jesus, I don’t know. Look, we get to Richmond, and 
nothing’s changed between us. Okay? Is that enough for you? You 
make anything weirder than it has to be and I swear…”
 “I won’t.”
 “You better not.”
 “I won’t.” Sean repeated it, just to send the message home. Hoping 
he could get through to Jimmy. “I don’t want to lose my friend.”
 Jimmy’s hand moved down to his mouth. Squeezing, pulling at 
his lips. His hand moved back to the wheel. “I said nothing’s changed 
between us.”
 Sean reached over, on impulse. Grasping his shoulder, a show of 
gratitude, but it was immediately shrugged off. “Don’t touch me, you 
fucking idiot.” Jimmy turned his head from the road for the briefest of 
moments, giving Sean a small smile. More than he thought he could 
have asked for thirty minutes ago. Sean’s own lips stretched, thinking 
about all the things that smile could mean. Everything and nothing. 
Jimmy looked up into the mirror, and then to Sean—motioning 
towards the back seat. “You know, if you want to sleep in the back, 
you can do that. You can throw the bags up front with me.”
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 “I’m good here, thanks.”
 “You should get some sleep. Don’t know if you’ll be able to get 
some when we’re there.” 
 “Not too tired. Besides, I’d rather sleep like this than curled up in 
the back.”
 “Fine. But you better not bitch about being uncomfortable.”
 “I won’t.” Sean’s gaze lingered on Jimmy for a few more seconds, 
looking him up and down. Both familiar and foreign in so many ways, 
but he knew he couldn’t study Jimmy for long, not without making 
him uncomfortable. Sean’s head turned back to the front, laying his 
head back against the seat. This would have to be enough.
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And Now Cerberus Snarls at the Door 

Three times deployed,
Three times returned. 

First time, 
a village firefight
so fierce.
After, 
counting body parts 
realizing
many children had
lived there.

Third time,  
Afghanistan-Pakistan border 
explosive combat
each time it ended, another
attack.

Three times, 
three guerilla groups.
I saw my Sergeant 
take a bullet to the head,
left leg, right arm: he lived.
I saw a bullet shatter my
friend, 
femoral artery
bled out in the
rescue chopper.
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Here I am 
home 
Bronx, New York.

No woman will touch me
when I tell her my story.
No job can I get
with this history.
Drugs soothe,
Alcohol dulls, 
Anger mounts in my throat.
Everything has been stolen from me.

And now Cerberus snarls at the door.
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Octavious Cephalopod 

Tentacles weaving in and out,
thoughts secreting out my mouth.
Swirling eyes, haunted opals, voices slurred
without a framework, a giant nerve.
Flawlessly drifting in disarray,
moving with current, swaying in waves.
Intuitively insightful,
smart and strong,
yet somehow never quite meant to belong.
Others marvel at the morphing beauty,
never perceiving an intricate simplicity.
Why so lonely, dark and cold
for one so young and still so old?
Blending in, yet functioning apart.
Compassionate, as it is relentless,
with misleading features quite harsh.
Curious creature of the sea
whose ferocity, and very existence
are forever lost
in its own sublimity…
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Sandy 

Sandy,
the youngest                  wanted to make her mark;

  she targeted a place untouched by her siblings:
 Katrina, Wilma, Irene, Ike. 
She turned into the rejected guest,
 she clipped the wings of the city of lights; 

she, the youngest, succeeded where her elders failed. 
Sandy grasp when the: 

                                            —doors were sealed  
                                      —windows were shut
                                 —parade cancelled;
                           the welcome committees of:
                      —tri-boroughs,
   —Jersey Shore.
  —the Staten Island sound,
 —Cedar Grove Long Island,
failed to appear with the keys to the city.        
    Sandy turned the skies into a purple mess

like the bruises of a battered boxer.

When Sandy realized the shutters were not open for her,
    she loaded herself with rotating arms
   functioning          like windmills; 
  she spun like the tropical cyclone princess
she had crowned herself to be,
she opened her arms, 
her wind span covered the Atlantic Ocean over 1,100 miles;

by the time everyone felt her shroud of terror crash
   the Eastern coast,
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  like pieces of a dismantle
 Lago creation, the impenetrable
yield to her fertile demands.

Puerto Rico, Cuba, and the rest of the Caribbean didn’t submit to her 
threat;
   so she made sure the Atlantic definitely buckled
  —everything she touched felt her strength of category 2;
 she poured oceans of rain down on
roads   bridges   streets   avenues   
 —everywhere she saw fit.
  Sandy pointed her twisted fingers of destruction at everyone
     —everything she came across.
    Her screams even scared off the—ghouls
   —witches
  —goblins
 —monsters

 —–———the bitch slapped Halloween away until New York caved.
  Sandy scaled the wall of:
the East River, 
 the Brooklyn sound,
  the Jersey Shore—during high tide;

she swept away houses  cars  humans   animals—anything in her path;
   she whipped her cape of water;
    she wouldn’t relinquish her prize;
  she ignited the bungalows at Breezy Point; 
like dominos, a hundred burned by the time her thunderous torch had 
ceased.

Sandy looked white on print,
     but was blue black by the time
    she entered the Eastern seaboard.
Sandy’s blood boiled like a crock-pot left unattended by her host.
  Sandy stormed the Con Ed plant
   on the lower east side and she gave birth to a ten foot wall; 

she knew what breakers to smash first;
       she made a splash dead center on the main
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transformer; like the fourth of July the sky lid its red glare
not in celebration——————in sorrow. 
      Like her sister Katrina
      when she yanked the beads
      off New Orleans,
      she would not stop, 
      until all were under
      the power of her liquid rage.
Now a week later
I,
one of those who slammed my doors
shut my windows      tight
barricaded myself
within my
steel,
brick,
concrete  walls;
am still trying to get home.

Sandy sent me running to a shelter,
she caught up with me. 
Sandy sent me racing to the hospital,
she was deranged with fury.

Sandy wasn’t satisfied until she had me miles away from her sight;
she didn’t want to see— 
hear from me or all the others
 who had no love for her; 
who had no time to place the welcome mat out;
who ignored the sights of her rambunctious entrance.
      Sandy’s wrath continued;
      Sandy’s temper could not be
           tamed.
It was as if Sandy became the token film maker;
she wanted to recreate Hard Times by Charles Dickens;
the sky was blue black with smoke———a splash of hell fire;



68

SandyGIOVANNI ORTIZ

the stark imagery of death surrounded her set.                  
        By the time
         Sandy was done,
          my New York—New Jersey
        my lower east side—my hood
my entire existence         exploded from Sandy’s devastation.

Now,
I walk.

Now,
I have
no home,
very little food,
no transportation,
just the clothes on my back.

Now I, a dog with my tail between my legs,
—in total submission
—in total remorse
head back;

I have no choice but to
soak up
Sandy’s revengeful siege over me and my city. 

Sandy’s stab   her taste for blood
will be felt for years to come.

Sandy’s lasso of a tongue is still splattered across
the face of New York,
the face of New Jersey, 
       My mug.
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eCarus 

 A loud bang was the last thing Luis Dudteli heard before waking 
up to find himself in an ambulance with a bullet lodged in his chest. He 
watched as the paramedics rubbed the defibrillators together, frantically 
looking back at each other. One of them whispered “...Clear?” before 
pressing the defibrillators onto his chest. When he awoke again, he found 
himself in a hospital bed with a machine hooked up to his body.
 The hospital room was standard: small and completely painted white. 
Nothing appealing to the eye, just a small bed and a machine which 
gave off a steady beep—beep to establish that Luis was still alive. There 
was no television hanging across the bed for him to watch, no drawers, 
no desks, no chairs, and no space for visitors whatsoever. Nothing about 
the environment was homey at all. It was a room with a single purpose, a 
single thought: Once you are better, get out.
 The window was open, allowing the sun to shine right in. Luis 
winced as the room was both illuminating and blinding. His eyes were 
shut when the doctor entered. “Mister... Dudteli,” he said, glancing at the 
chart he held. “I see that you’re awake.”
 “Does it say that on the chart? And would you mind closing the 
curtains? The sun’s too bright.”
 The doctor smiled. “A little sun is good for you. Anyway, you are 
being discharged, Mister Dudteli. The operation was a success. Congratu-
lations, you are the proud new owner of an eHeart.”
 Luis thought he heard wrong, so it took a moment for him to re-
spond, “You put a damn machine in me?” Luis began clawing at his chest, 
hoping to rip through the skin and bone to rip out the mechanized, 
synthetic heart that now thumped beneath his chest.
 The doctor, confused, began to explain. “Your old heart was badly 
damaged by the Gunshot. We had no choice. It was either that or let you 
die. There is nothing wrong with the eHeart. I assure you that it’s run-



71

JEAN CARLOS SOTO eCarus

ning perfectly. Most men in their sixties are getting them. Consider yours 
a gift in advance.”
 “A gift? There’s a damn machine inside me!”
 “Oh... I understand now. You’re one of those. There is nothing wrong 
with mechanized replacements, I assure you. The e-Initiative has saved 
millions of lives and has improved even more. Limbs, organs—all suc-
cessfully replaced!” He paused, hoping to console the angered patient. 
However, Luis had not changed his bitter expression. “Regardless, you are 
free to go. Leave as soon as you can.”
 The doctor walked over to the bedside, unhooked the machine from 
Luis’s body, and pushed it out of the room. Luis threw his head back onto 
the pillow. He picked at his stitches, muttering under his breath. While 
he gazed out the window, elated that the sun had risen higher in the sky, 
he noticed the giant eBoard far in the distance attached to the side of 
a silver building. The large, yellow brick letters on the gray background 
read: Now Entering Helio City: The Center of All and Home of Orange. Fur-
ther in the distance, the arm of a large gray figure stretched over its head. 
Luis, still furious, jumped out of bed.
 Luis ran out of the room, through the vacant emergency room, and 
out onto the sidewalk. The sun was scorching above. Two men in dark 
gray uniforms approached him. They had emblems of the sun with the 
letters HCPD sewed onto their shirt pockets. One of the officers was eat-
ing a burger while the other had headphones in his ears, attached to his 
arm.
 “Luis Dudteli. It’s about time! Want a burger?” Luis stared in confu-
sion. “Alright,” the officer continued, “We just came by to check on how 
you’re doing.”
 “I’m fantastic, but shouldn’t you be out looking for the guy who 
shot me?”
     “Come on Louey, we caught him within the hour. He’s sitting all 
alone right now in a jail cell at the station.”
 “But how?”
 “eLung.”
 The other officer pulled out his headphones. “How many is that so 
far, Rick?”
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 “I reckon 5, I think.This month alone.”
 The officer squeezed his wrist and the headphones with-
drew from his synthetic arm. “We should probably patrol the streets.”
 “Sounds good. See you around Louey.”
 The HCPD officers walked away and turned the corner. 
That would probably be the last time Luis would see an HCPD officer 
for some time. They were scarce in the city; only a dozen or so officers 
roamed the streets, but this was more than enough since they did not 
really do much. They did not need to.
 Luis continued towards the center of the city. A multitude of people 
were walking around in all directions. Most of them, of course, had some 
eProduct of some kind; usually a synthetic mech-body part. Ever since 
Orange, the largest technology company in the world, launched their 
eLife project, everyone replaced a body part with a high-tech, more ef-
ficient counterpart. It was a global sensation. It made city life much more 
pleasant for everyone. People felt more at ease.
 Even as Luis pushed through the crowd, bumping into pedestrians, 
no one yelled or gave him a dirty look. They smiled and kept walking. 
The eLife project was the most popular initiative, but not the only one. 
The eGaia project was another and the reason why eCycler and
eTrasher machines were roaming the city searching for and collecting 
carelessly disposed of trash and bottles. The machines were usually fol-
lowed by eHoser-bots that rinsed the pavements, leaving it a spotless gray. 
For some reason, it always made him eSick.
 Luis finally found the statue of the winged man with his arm 
stretched out, reaching towards a large orb that hung suspended above it. 
Engraved into the pedestal: The Icarus Vision: Reaching New Heights Like 
Never Imagined—the famous mascot of Orange, ever since it started as a 
small company and grew after defeating all rival competitors. It had dif-
ficult upbringings, but the public finally decided that life-saving technol-
ogy was much more important than entertainment, and so Orange was 
victorious.
 He was ready to march right into Orange headquarters, a large build-
ing covered in solar panels, and charge into the president’s office, yelling 
and screaming—but he hesitated. They saved his life. Not only that, but 
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because of the tracking chips installed in the replacements, the man 
who shot him was now in prison. Even he could not ignore the odd but 
invigorating sensation that coursed through his body. His eHeart was a 
huge improvement over his old heart; he felt more energetic, as if he was 
about to explode with raw energy.
 He was reborn. He felt more alive than he had ever felt before.
 A man bumped into Luis as he stood there marveling at the building 
and fell onto his back. Normally, Luis would have scolded the stranger 
who did not watch where he was going, but he felt too good to be upset. 
Instead, he offered his hand.
 “Are you O-”
 “Rip my eye out!” the scrawny old man yelled. “You must rip my 
eye out now!” 
 He took out a knife and pointed it towards the metallic orb in his 
eye socket.
 “The sun! That damn sun! Orange has murdered us all!” He clawed 
at his eye and suddenly let out a scream of immense anguish, throwing 
himself onto the concrete pavement. “It’s too late!”
 A loud screech echoed throughout the city; a loud buzzing that was 
so high in pitch that glass windows began to crack. It was a sound Luis 
had never heard before. The sound no one had heard for decades: the 
sound of malfunction.
 The scrawny old man let out a cry, and uttered a final word before 
his synthetic eye exploded within the socket, blasting through a large 
portion of his brain; a word that spelled doom for the city that had 
worshipped and endlessly built technology; a city that had integrated 
it into their most personal selves and had revolved their entire lives 
on the production, the distribution, and the evolution of technology, 
which had now betrayed them at the presence of a great power; a power 
of nature: Sunspots.
 Luis shuttered. Upon hearing the cries of the people of Helio City 
and the crackling and popping of malfunctioning machines all around 
him, he realized his inevitable, inescapable fate. He clutched his chest. He 
clawed at his stitches, desperately ripping them off. A large shock vibrated 
throughout his body, emanating from the eHeart, coinciding with his 
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heartbeat. Luis fell to the ground. The sun was at its zenith, hovering over 
the city. After a final, painful cry, the eHeart stopped and exploded in his 
chest. 
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First Responder 

You, first responder, appear like the howl of the wind,
 When walls crash—    —levees snap    oceans temper convert  
  to full storms,                                                                                                                      
 —capes of rain whip down      dismantling      everything
  in its path,                                                                                                                          
 —funnels form      tornado’s eye      picks up and drops devastation,                                                                                                                
 —snow and black ice trap cities,                                                                                                                                  
 —hurricanes settle and light disappear      altering       
  existence forever,                                                                                                                                     
 —seasons drastic change            collapse ice caps,                                                                                                                        
 —black sheets of oil engulf the pacific    threatening     
  the pulse of the sea,                                                     
 —when only cries of pain ring out.

You—first responder—the savior—the rescue worker                                                                      
magically appear.

One touch—simple smile—smallest gesture
 —brings comfort—gives relief.
        
Your badge shines like a beacon of hope;
          your shield of valor——                                                                                          
  your boundless soul   is worthy of the homage paid.
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First responder,
you march in wearing orange   blue   red    gold, mostly white                                                                                                                        
where thirst is found, you spring water;                                               
 where hunger bleeds like an open wound, you feed;
  where doubt weights heavy on survivors;
—you take on the burden—you find a way back home. 

First responder,
rescue   recovery   relief worker: nameless—selfless—giver.

Your priceless motto:  Recover       Rebuild       Restore.
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Marco Centeno 

Window Dressing 

We.
Get drunk and
slam dominoes down after dark.
   “Capicua papi! Dame otra cerveza, coño!”
We.
love Red-head Reina ‘cause she
sells ass down by the park.
   “It ain’t free, baby. I got bills to pay.”
We.
buy her ‘cause it only costs attention, bucks, or false love,
‘Cause she’d trade away pussy for herpes and hugs.
   “Tell me you love me”; “I’ll say it when you fuck 
me.”
We.
dress for success, see nigga, we shinin’,
got new Jordan’s, and B.B. belts encrusted wit’ diamonds.
   “And my shit is hot though, right my nigga?”
We.
don’t work for nothin’. But we’re gettin’ our checks
to buy Hennessy, cheap sex, diapers, and cigarettes.
   “What’s today? The 15th? Go check the mail.”
We.
party all weekend, ‘cause our nights are free.
The kid’s home alone playing video games or watching TV.
   “I’m going out. Order pizza if you get hungry.”
We.
stay on the grind ‘cause we wanna be Stars
and want mansions, airplanes, money, and cars.
    “What do I do? I rap, nigga!”
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We.
don’t have much, but dream of fame, money, bitches, and trucks.
and we’re stuck, in a fantasy, but…
   “We don’t give a fuck!”
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Sweet Silence 

Shh…If you’re not quiet, he’s gonna beat us.
You have to stay still. 
You have to be quiet.
I will help you.
I will make it all stop.
So much noise, so much movement.
Shh…Don’t you see?
The air waves vibrate as you scream.
Your rib cage, lungs, lips and nostrils
move incessantly as you breathe.
The blood races out of your heart,
into your arteries, capillaries, veins,
then back to the heart.
310 Kelvin, 37 Celsius, 98.6 Fahrenheit.
I feel it on your neck.
The skin now moist with your fearful sweat,
Thick muscles wrapped around the beginning of your spine.
Your legs and arms now twitch,
a last attempt to fight the impending silence.
Sweet silence,
Safe silence.
No one can hurt you now.
You can finally rest,
No more movement, no more noise.
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Bingo Night 

 The drive to Muldrow took Pauletta down Racoon Kill, a road 
renamed by the locals who were never able to avoid the innocent rodents 
rushing from a park dumpster across the road. Pauletta hit plenty in the 
weeks she had been driving this unfamiliar route, but the last bingo night 
she realized honking once she saw the dumpster would cause the rac-
coons to scatter from the road. She wasn’t trying to save a raccoon’s life, 
she just didn’t like the way their bone bags bounced on her wheels right 
before they were squished. In her Kia Rio, the plastic matchbox car she 
had spent practically the past year in, she could feel everything, and every 
small animal she hit had a distinct bounce and crunch.
 It was a brisk autumn night, too chilly to keep the window down 
and listen to the wind. The route through Racoon Kill took one long 
hour, and Pauletta was always relieved to pull into the plaza parking 
lot. The bingo hall she called numbers in sat between a Piggly Wiggly 
supermarket and a recently closed Payless Shoe Store. Although the bar-
ren plaza blended with the grey of the night sky, there was something 
comforting about Mr. Pig, the Piggly Wiggly mascot, smiling and aglow 
above the supermarket entrance, as if he knew he was a piece of meat but 
he was not complaining.
 The 9 pm crowd was getting settled inside the hall buying their 
bingo packages, pulling out their good luck charms, arguing over saved 
seats and ashtrays. The men turned to smile at Pauletta as she entered, or 
maybe just the burgundy knit miniskirt she wore over opaque tights, as 
she found her way through the crowd to get to the announcer’s booth. 
On weekday nights the booth housed a DJ for private parties if the hall 
was rented out, a scene Pauletta would probably fit in better rather than 
the Champion sweat suit cult of Sunday night bingo. She was 22 but you 
could drop her and her cleavage into a high school cafeteria and no one 
would doubt she belonged there. But tonight she was a lonely flower in a 
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pot of soil, plucked from a field far from where she was now.
 The balls dropped into the tumbler and Pauletta greeted the crowd, 
her raspy voice humming through the speakers. The smoky air stuck to 
her lungs as her voice began to make love to the numbers. She sang her 
O’s with pursed lips and her N’s were gently hummed as her tongue 
caressed the roof of her mouth. In the cold damp air outside of the bingo 
hall Pauletta had a wispy, tiny voice to match her wispy, tiny frame. But 
on bingo night, in this hall, her voice was as dense as the clouds of ciga-
rette smoke, inhaled and exhaled by the nostrils in the crowd. For this 
reason she only read for the first two rounds. For the final quick call Pau-
letta’s boss, Mike, would call the numbers. He was a turtle of a man, his 
shell made out of sweaty clothes and his clumsy grace dredging through 
imaginary sand. All the sentences that described Mike began and ended 
with “he means well.” The slow rounds went quickly and soon sweaty 
Mike exchanged seats with Pauletta.
 “B-7, N-33, O-70, B-11, G-51 …” Pauletta sat off to the side to give 
him room as the letters and numbers rolled from his mouth. His son, 
Steven, stood on the stairs leading to the announcer’s booth, pretending 
not to watch Pauletta as she pretended to stare at her nails. Steven and 
Pauletta were the only young people to frequent this hall who weren’t 
a grandchild or a curious teen on a boring Sunday night. A few years 
younger than Pauletta and a recent high school graduate, Steven was her 
amateur bodyguard. On most nights his barely-there body would only 
have to watch her purse or escort her to the vending machines; but on 
other nights there was a bigger threat than the waning libido of a male 
bingo player.
 After the final numbers were called and the sighs and sucked teeth of 
the unlucky dwindled, Pauletta made her way to the vending machines. 
Steven trailed behind her and they dodged the sea of people in the fog of 
nicotine as geriatric men took daring strides to say their hellos to Paulet-
ta. “Hey, spotted Luco earlier. Saw his orange car pass real slow just before 
quick call.” Pauletta wanted to pretend she hadn’t heard Steven, pretend 
that she hadn’t heard that awful name “Luco,” and hoped she imagined 
him saying it. Once they made it to the back of the hall she realized she 
didn’t have any singles on her. She forced a smirk on her face as her teeth 
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clenched tight around the thought of Luco being near. She turned to 
look at Steven but before she started speaking he had already pulled out 
his keys to unlock a candy machine. “I promise I’ll remember next time,” 
Pauletta said insincerely. “Luco’s harmless, mostly. You’re a stock boy next 
door right? That takes some muscle. You could take him.” This made 
Steven blush despite Pauletta speaking to him in between bites of the 
Snickers bar he had handed her. “You know if he doesn’t have a gun or 
something.” Steven dropped his keys and chased after Pauletta who was 
already making her way back toward the main room.
 The small handful of people who worked in the bingo hall killed 
time until the next crowd came to play. Some people from the 9pm 
horde stuck around while others gathered outside to smoke in the cold 
air. Pauletta and Steven dumped ashtrays and fixed askew chairs. They 
exchanged a few words with the regulars and once the new crowd began 
to shuffle in they found their places in the announcer’s booth. Pauletta 
settled into her seat with another Snickers bar Steven gave to her and 
Mike joined them, panting up the stairs and falling into a seat next to 
Pauletta. “Steven tell ya Loco Luco drove pass? That has got to be the ug-
liest car I have ever seen.” Mike spoke with the phlegmy voice of a man 
larger than he and a chortle muffled a desperate laugh that punctuated 
his sentence. Pauletta stripped the Snickers bar wrapper into small pieces, 
never looking at Mike as he leaned towards her to gauge her response.
 “He’s an angel inna orange chariot come down to earth to hit me 
with it.” Pauletta finally said, turning her chin up to speak into the air, 
giggling nervously to herself while father and son sought a distraction, 
their eyes seeming to search for imaginary butterflies floating around the 
room.
 The balls fell into the tumbler and Pauletta greeted the crowd, her 
voice dancing in the speakers as the crowd yawned. Steven maintained 
his post on the steps while Mike waited patiently for the quick call. From 
the corner of her eye Pauletta noticed Steven suddenly craning his neck 
toward the front of the hall, attempting to telepathically move a wall that 
blocked his sight. Her palms became damp and a slight knot in her throat 
created long pause between two numbers. She cleared her throat and 
continued before any of the impatient players could toss a daggered look 
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her way. After some time, she rose to switch seats with Mike and peeked 
in the direction Steven was intently focused on. She was not surprised to 
see the front bumper of an orange Miata. Pauletta sat on the steps near 
Steven, startling him. “Oh, uh, hey,” Steven muttered as he fell to join her 
on the step. “Mr. Edelson’s granddaughter is stacked!” Pauletta squinted 
and noticed Steven shift in his seat.
 “I saw the car. I know he’s waiting for me.” Pauletta said as she 
plucked loose threads from her knit skirt.
 “Oh. Well, he won’t wait long if we keep you here while we clean-
up. When he was round last week—”
 “Last week?”
 “Dad said he’d tell you. Damn.” Steven rubbed the back of his neck 
and avoided eye contact with Pauletta.
 “Steven, what the hell?”
 “He left right away, no big deal, right?”
 “And what about the week before that?”
 “Naw, just last week and this week. You said he wa’nt no harm. 
Thought you said he’s got to obey the restraining order. Look, he’s leavin’ 
already.”
 Pauletta stood up to see the orange car’s rear bumper disappear be-
yond a pillar outside of the front entrance of the hall. “I’m gone before 
he comes back, “she said, grabbing her purse.
 “No, stay.” Steven called out to her and Pauletta stopped before 
reaching the last step, refusing to turn and face him. This had been her 
life for what seemed like forever; getting up and running to her car be-
fore her crazy ex-boyfriend could circle a block. “Go to my dad’s office 
‘til everybody clears out and I’ll come get you.” Pauletta turned to look 
at Steven and his furled brow. She repeated his words in her mind. There 
was an urgent helpfulness in his tone. She stared at his posture; one hand 
in his front pocket, the other reaching behind him grasping the staircase 
banister so he could dangle at a slight angle on the step just above her. 
Pauletta was far enough from him to see his whole face but close enough 
to detect the lingering scent of the tropical fabric softener his mother 
must have used to wash the sweater he was wearing. The scent seemed so 
much closer than it had ever been on these Sunday nights when Steven 
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was watching her purse or just handing her something from the vending 
machine. He smelled like he lived in a home, a real one with name brand 
fabric softener instead of the generic Spanish dryer sheets Pauletta used 
but couldn’t pronounce. The scent was familiar and comforting. Even 
though Luco’s presence was apparent in the bingo hall Pauletta chose 
to submit to Steven’s boyish attempt to protect her from the ghost that 
haunted her.
 “Whatever, Steven. Whatever.” Pauletta smirked and rolled her eyes as 
she walked away from him, making her way through the clouds of ciga-
rette smoke that hung in the air. 
 In the frustrating silence of Mike’s green tinted office Pauletta stood 
with folded arms biting her bottom lip raw. She contemplated sitting in 
one of the chairs that made a pile in one corner of the room but decided 
she was more comfortable standing. She pulled at loose threads in her 
skirt and shifted in her tank top. She thought about the raccoons she hit 
the weeks before on Raccoon Kill. She thought about all of the animals 
that she hit in the last year, driving from place to place in the dark. She 
thought about how negligent she had been and how eager she was to 
drive from the scene. She tried to pinpoint the moment she decided on 
cautiously honking to avoid feeling another squish under her tires. All 
that came to mind was the scent of Steven’s clothes.
 The muffled complaints from the night’s losers on the other side of 
the office door were immediately replaced with the bangs and clangs of 
tables and chairs. She contemplated leaving with the crowd and blending 
in with them. Before she could finish her thought Steven entered the 
office and closed the door behind him. “The lot’s almost empty and the 
night crew at the Piggly Wiggly is gone ‘cept for the manager locking 
up.” Pauletta yawned and nodded. “Give it a few and I’ll walk out with 
you.” Steven was sure to touch her arm as he spoke. It seemed ridiculous 
to her that a boy as young as him, just out of high school, could make her 
feel safe from a man twelve years his senior.
 After some time Mike walked in, grabbed his coat, and lead Pauletta 
out of his office. “Lockin’ her up. Everybody’s gone. Not a soul in sight. 
I’ve got some dinner to heat up and a wife to curl up with. Steven, I’m in 
the truck.” Somewhere in the back end of the hall Steven yelled back to 



88

Bingo NightJENNIFER MORIN

his father and Mike walked out to his truck. The smoke had cleared and 
the floor was bare. The tables lined the walls and the silver and blue chairs 
were stacked limply against the tobacco stained corners of the room. 
Mike shut the lights and the room no longer housed the sultry hums of 
Pauletta’s number calling or Mike’s auctioneer paced quick calls. Through 
the darkness Steven ran toward Pauletta as if she held the final light in the 
room.
 The two exited the hall and Steven locked up. “Listen, Pauletta,” she 
was delighted whenever someone said her name with a slight upward 
inflection, as if it was spelled with a question mark at the end. It made 
her feel like her name was a mystery worth attempting to unravel. “I 
want to see you on a weekday if that’s alright. I know I’m young and all 
but I have my own car and it ain’t orange. We could just go see a movie, 
no big deal, I won’t try anything. I just… you seem like you need it.” 
Steven was slightly taller than Pauletta but he slouched to beg eye contact 
as she looked down at her keys. She looked around the empty parking lot 
and squinted into the distance, Steven continuing to follow her eyes. A 
small breeze passed between them and she could smell his clothes again. 
She imagined his mother next to a wicker basket hanging clothes on a 
line, the Downy bear handing her a white tee shirt. She finally accepted 
his gaze and stared back at him. Steven, his eyes widening, surprised that 
Pauletta had finally graced him with acknowledgement, dug his hands 
into his pockets and his eyes found his feet to escape her stare. This made 
Pauletta want to laugh and she quickly covered her mouth to spare Ste-
ven the shame. 
 “I do need it, you’re right. Ask me again when you can take me to a 
bar. ” Mike pulled up next to the two of them and waved to Pauletta. 
 “I checked the whole lot, not an orange anything. Let’s go, Casa-
nova.” Steven’s face was overcome with red hot embarrassment as he 
hopped into the truck. 
 They waited while she walked to her car and started it. Once she 
waved them off the truck engine roared and Mike sped away. Pauletta 
followed shortly as she searched for a clear station on her radio. She had 
just passed the Piggly Wiggly not noticing one of the many speed bumps 
that lined the plaza lot. There was a bounce and a clang that she recog-
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nized as her muffler. As she got out to inspect her car she heard a whistle. 
She searched for the source, frightfully aware of its familiarity. From the 
recessed shopping cart storage of the supermarket Luco exited the shad-
ows. She turned to face him and froze where she stood as a gust of wind 
brushed her hair. She crossed her arms for warmth as Luco approached 
her. “Are you fucking da leetle kid?” Luco’s accent sounded like an Irish-
man’s impression of a Cuban. He pushed his T’s out of his mouth like 
the thick spit of a cold. In spite of the autumn weather he wore a short 
sleeved linen button up that draped around his shoulders unwillingly 
and fell long around stiff khakis. He was a generically handsome Latino 
with a muscular build contradicted by his soft facial features. “I don’t care 
if chu fucking a leetle kid but I wanth to make chore my dislike of it is 
heard.”
 “Luco, what do you want from me? Just…just please, tell me what 
you want from me.” Pauletta unfolded her arms to make sure she ex-
pressed her frustration with her hands, throwing them in his direction 
like they may detach and hit him.
 “Last month chu tell me chu tired of running. Now chu want to tell 
me chu tired of me. Lies!” Luco screamed into the night, running to Pau-
letta with a raised hand. She flinched as Luco made the dramatic gestures 
of a professional TV wrestler, banging his fist on her car and stomping 
his foot on the ground. Before, in the small studio apartment they once 
shared, these theatrics would shake the room. She was attracted to his 
passion for expressing his love and thought nothing of it. Dishes would 
clang and doors would slam loud enough for the neighbors to intervene 
on more than one occasion. When she finally decided to tell Luco she 
wanted to leave him he reacted with his fist. She learned then that what 
she thought was passion was instead a lusty rage with the potential to 
consume her and bruise her cheek.
 “You’re a maniac! Get away from me or I’m calling the cops.” Pau-
letta’s voice shook and she swallowed the knot that crept into her throat.
 “Chu calling me cratzy? I’m not a cratzy person. Chu leave me; chu 
are cratzy.”
 “Yes, crazy enough to be with you!”
 Luco ran to Pauletta and slapped her palm first. She thought about 
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how she reached this moment. She had met Luco a year ago while 
out celebrating her 21st birthday in a Miami Beach night club. He had 
grabbed her away from her friends and in a pissy bathroom stall she al-
lowed him to make sloppy love to her. Luco was strong and foreboding 
with enough machismo to lure a young woman into making a life with 
him. Her mother had attempted to shelter her from the sexual manipula-
tion of such a man, fearing Pauletta would end up like her, left to raise 
a child on her own by a man who Pauletta only knew as a travelling 
heartbreaker.
 She thought about the things she must have missed over the past year 
and the holidays she would have spent with her mother. Most of all she 
thought about the way Steven’s clothes smelled. It reminded her of the 
box of dryer sheets her mother walked around the house with weekly, 
placing them on shelves and in drawers to replace the ones that lost their 
scent. She had replaced the fragrance with the salty musk of Luco’s soiled 
sheets on those nights he made her feel like she knew what she was do-
ing in life. She imagined how silly it must be for her mother to still be 
stuffing dryer sheets into her daughter’s underwear drawer that once held 
pink cotton briefs but now housed silk thongs and lacy panties. Then she 
remembered that tonight she was wearing a pair of pink cotton briefs 
and her mother didn’t seem so silly anymore. Pauletta reached for her 
phone.
 “Chu calling chour leetle kid? I’ll slap him too.” Luco laughed to 
himself.
 “Yes, operator?” Before Pauletta could report where she was a police 
car parked next to Luco’s car and a policeman jumped out of his car.
 “Sir, hands where I can see them!”
 As the policeman aimed his firearm at Luco Mike’s large truck pulled 
up in front of Pauletta’s car and Steven jumped out before his father 
could shift to park. “We didn’t see you behind us so we circled ‘round. 
Dad saw Luco before you hit that bump. Are you okay?” Steven grabbed 
Pauletta and pulled her away from Luco who was already cuffed and be-
ing read his rights.
 “Freakin’ Onstar, man. Amazing.” Mike said, coughing through his 
chortled laugh.
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 “I…I don’t…thank --” Pauletta collapsed into Steven’s arms. Her 
legs buckled under her and Steven braced her fall. He opened her car 
door and sat her in it, kneeling to search for her wet eyes. He took off his 
sweater and wrapped her in it as she watched the policeman put Luco 
into the back seat of the police car. The officer made a few calls on his 
radio and after some time another police car arrived. They took Pauletta’s 
statement while someone put a bright neon green towing label on the 
driver’s side window of Luco’s orange Miata, the colors clashing in a 
fantastic fight. The police requested Mike and Steven’s time and Pauletta 
was left alone to gather herself. She watched one police car drive away 
and met eyes with Luco for a brief moment until he couldn’t turn to 
see her anymore. Mike and Steven finished with the cops and everyone 
was cleared to leave. Pauletta finally rose to her feet to thank the police 
and waved them off. “Listen, if you need to come stay with us tonight 
you come on. You ain’t known us long but that don’t mean much when 
you need a friend,” Mike said, hugging Pauletta. She smile sincerely and 
shook her head. “I appreciate it but, I think I might be alright.” Pauletta 
spoke with the same raspy softness that played through the speakers of 
the bingo hall moments earlier. Mike got into his car and started it up, 
revving the engine. 
 Steven and Pauletta stood in silence until she realized she still had 
on his sweater. “Keep it. Bring it back next Sunday.” Steven grabbed 
Pauletta’s hand and squeezed it gently before letting it go. He lingered for 
a bit and they met glances. “Or, just keep it.” Steven got into his father’s 
truck and they waited for Pauletta to get into her Kia Rio. At the wheel 
she buried her nose into one sleeve and took a deep breath. She searched 
around for her phone and dialed a number from memory. She tucked it 
between her ear and shoulder as she shifted gears and followed Mike out 
of the parking lot. At a stop sign Pauletta honked and the men stuck their 
arms out of their windows and waved. The phone rang and rang as Mike 
turned left and Pauletta turned right. On the phone someone had finally 
picked up, barely awake to utter a greeting.
 “Mom?”
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Embattled Desires

Two curious lips aligned and softly presuming,
battling what tongues of vigor are meant to be alluding.
Yet gently mindful of such things to be considered,
wild tongues engrossed in guessing often hesitate to deliver.
With moist discussions at a murmur, lips are likely to ignore
the thrusting tongues insistence upon involving something more.
Treasures plump for plunder, the tongue is eager to disrobe,
urgent whisperings wavering to weakening control.
The lips surrender willfully, subdued by the tongue’s persisting,
such familiar foes are accustomed to this common fain resisting.
And day-by-day such a war is waged, the victor claiming won,
as carnal pleasures commence, lips part to bow to tongue.
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しくーしく (Shiku-Shiku)

Today it is cold, but it is March.
The people outside are breathing like 
 smoke stacks downtown on a 
 windy day.
The men are like bulls,
the women, like cigarettes—Virginia Slims.
Lites.
But the girl is like the exhaust pipe of 
 a jalopy like the one Goofy drives in
 the old cartoons.
Her nose is the top of the Chrysler Building on a Summer Day; her cheeks, 
red like the scarves of the fashionistas on
Madison Avenue.
She’s the last leaf on the branch of the tree in the last weeks of Autumn.
You don’t notice her with a passing glance,
 but as you both wait for the bus 
 heading north on a cold day in March.
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M28

Step on, step on
behind the white line
don’t argue it is the law.

Blip, blip, blip and more tries.

No money, no ride
step off, step off

but, but, but driver!
 
No buts rider!
Check your card
before you come aboard,

Step off, step off
watch the doors

The traffic light turns green,
the door squeezes shut,
those caught between
squeal and scream
thrown together like fish
caught into a net too small.

The chorus burst forth 
in ethnic languages and dialects;
except for shit,
the only common word understood by all
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Move back, aye! Move back
Hell! Move down, shit move out  
of my way, and the pushing begins

Bitch! Watch it!
You are stepping on my pinky toe,
hands clasping and unclasping, 
pinky fingers pointing,

Big angry squeezes into the
center of three back seats
with legs crossed
and lips pursed.

Upfront
old lady,
pregnant woman,
disabled child,
Stand 
holding on to pole and strap hanger
keeping time to the sway of each lurch and bump
amidst the push and squeeze
as the young and healthy
occupy their designated seats 

The chimes of cell phone dominance
create annoyance,
amusement and aggravation
from stories, responses
secondary to uncontrolled flatulence
let loose in silence
causing heads to turn
gripping their nose, 
breath held  
angrily assessing who may the culprit might be?
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In the sudden silent spell,
caused by nature
a daily routine
without choices
impatiently waiting to exit
until the next ride.
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Collapse and Split 

 The Yellow River is churning ochre, and its muddy flow is reverently 
known as “China’s Sorrow.”  

* * *

 He picked his head up and saw her walking towards him. Her feet 
stayed close to the dirt and her head was slightly tilted to the left, as if 
she were listening to a talking ground. She looked odd to him, and felt 
ominous from a distance, like a blue sky in the eyes of a farmer whose 
rainy season hasn’t started. He watched her as she followed the bend in 
the river. It seemed sudden that she was standing in front of him. He 
slowly and painfully stood up, towering over her.  
 “Are you Bo,” she asked.
 “Why?” he asked back.
 “I have come in search of my daughter,” she told Bo. He found her 
voice strange; it had the sound of a bird and the soul of a spider in full 
spin.
 “I may have your daughter. I have nine or ten females down there 
who may be your daughter.”  
 “I will look.”
 “Three hundred yuan per face.”
 “I have three hundred.”
 “Then you look at one face.” Bo led the old woman down the em-
bankment to the water, where 9 corpses lay floating face down, tethered 
by ropes to brush on the bank. Bo was a fisher of dead human bodies, an 
old practice in the yellow. He scoured the river, made his discoveries, and 
then dragged them to his little alcove to wait for the grieving to come 
collect. He charged a fee to reveal a face to the customer, and a much 
larger fee to let the customer take the body away should the tears and 
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sobs manifest. Mothers, husbands, brothers, fathers, farmers, and business-
men—all types and relations came in the hopes of finding their loved 
one who never came home. Bo kept his cadavers face down because it 
preserved the quality of the face. And mystery meant money.      

 The sun beat down on the muddy, discarded frames that made up 
Bo’s loot.  The old woman stood there, taking in the incomplete forms, 
the archaic engagement of water and earth and death being encapsulated 
by each human frame. She needed to feel her daughter in this moment, 
but didn’t believe that bones emit. Bo watched her as she slowly scanned 
the bodies, closed her eyes for a few seconds, opened them and scanned 
again, and closed them. She stood there with her eyes closed for a period 
of time that was too long for Bo.
 “Now you choose,” he demanded. The woman opened her eyes 
and pointed to a corpse that lay further out off the bank. Bo squatted, 
grabbed hold of the rope that held her, and brought her in. The Mother 
fixed her gaze on the ground at her feet. When Bo got the body close 
enough to grab, he quickly and effortlessly dragged it parallel to the bank 
and flipped it over. The face submerged and rocked east to west with its 
momentum, and then steadied on the quiet river. Only then did Mother 
raise her eyes to look.  

* * *

 Bo was born raw on a rainy fall day, because his mother’s soul was in 
seven tortured pieces, a vessel full of big glass, sharp from every angle. A 
sticking womb, little by little, as the sun, the rain, and her man, all, beat 
down on her in a way that was collective and intimately separate. In the 
morning her eyes opened to a pouncing dread and despair. Life was toil, 
ridicule, pain.  
 Dai saw a mushroom growing on a dead tree one day and felt 
mocked as she looked down at her belly. She got hit with raindrops and 
they burned her eyes. She never looked at the wildflowers because they 
reflected her coldness. They recoiled from the glass. She could barely 
walk because her feet were swollen as she floated six inches off the 
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ground, sheer senseless will buying her some sky while heavy chains of 
hopelessness rooted her to suffering on earth. She had a beautiful shell; 
Dai came from a deep line of striking women, the shiniest black hair that 
framed faces full of twinkling moon and sharp stars. They were also black 
holes. Their light was put on them by men’s fluorescent lust.
 Bo was born raw and it was windy too, and without knowing Bo 
was open. Many locals said that the wind must have gotten into him 
because he spent all his free time seeking, creating, riding and fighting 
it, feeling it in his hair and on his face and eyelids and outstretched arms 
and shins and loving it as he ran around his little world, his feet stretch-
ing each corner of it and his lungs blowing it alive. Bo was friendless 
and solitary by nature, ignoring the taunts and periodic fists and kicks of 
the town boys until he became something of a ghost to them. His father 
did not like him, his strange and otherworldly son who looked like his 
mother, and from whom he couldn’t beat out the desire for these aimless 
footed flights taken day and night.  What was he doing?

 Searching.

 When Bo was a young man he saw by moonlight his father drag-
ging his mother to the river. He had been out feeling the wind and was 
returning when he immediately recognized their frames across the way. 
He rounded a bend as the moon caught her long shiny black hair flow-
ing and twisting out from behind her like a shredded cape. There was will 
in her flight, though; she was too erect and graceful to have been thrown, 
and Bo understood this last act of defiance. She was not going to grant 
her tormenter his last and only merciful wish for her. He brought her 
to the edge, but he did not get the moment of release---she broke free, 
leapt, and spun to flash him a forever-haunting smile as she plunged into 
the running water.  
 Bo had the intention to scream, but his heart broke out with a 
guttural moan for his mother who was always a million miles away but 
the closest thing he had, and he loved her. He jumped in after her. The 
current was strong and swift with recent rains, taking her like a feather. 
Bo was not a swimmer and had to fight for his own life. He wrestled 
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the river for what seemed like an eternity. He gulped water, kicked, and 
thrashed to keep afloat. Bo was close to death when he bumped into 
something solid and instinctively grabbed hold. His hands frantically 
found a rope and followed it, eyes wide and wild as he pulled himself 
to the bank. His knees touched earth and he rolled out of the water. In 
a stupor he looked out at what seemed like floating dead bodies. He 
crashed into sleep.  

 “You! Wake up! What are you doing here, trying to steal from me! 
Wake up!”  Bo opened his eyes to a man kicking and shouting at him. 
He got to his feet and held out his hands in a request for peace. He was 
too disoriented to run.  
 “My mother jumped into the river last night—I followed after her,” 
he blurted out. The words rippled and rocked him and he fell to his 
knees. He looked out and saw dead humans swaying on the water, tied to 
the embankment with rope.  
 “So you came here to take her! Without pay! You think I fish 
throughout the night like some mad man? I have no new bodies! If 
she jumped last night, with the way this river is moving, she’s miles 
downstream!”
 “I don’t understand,” pleaded Bo.
 “I find bodies! People come looking! They pay to see if family is 
here! If family is here, they pay to take the body away! My business! No 
new mothers! Go!”
 Bo took confused flight, knowing only that he would never turn his 
feet towards the place where he grew up—his home now drifted lifeless 
in the wet yellow and his father would always be rot.  
 Bo followed the river for days. He was delirious, tormented, liberat-
ed, and sensitive to sunlight with an intensity that he hadn’t experienced 
before. It was too warm and bright. He was able to fashion a fishing pole 
from scraps he found, and pulled his sustenance from the river. He slept 
under the sky and dreamt about river monsters and his mother danc-
ing on one—he was flying with her one night as they held hands and 
swooped up and down with the currents.  
 A bustling city interrupted Bo’s routine and he got through it as fast 
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as he could, not liking the crowds and the noise. Hunger compelled him 
to beg for a bowl of rice that he ate on the move. He exited through the 
south end of the city and got close up to his quiet river again. He con-
tinued on, using his hands as a cup and his feet as a carriage. He thought 
that he might just walk until his bones crumbled to the floor, to inevi-
tably end up riding down the river… to sink. This changed though; he 
saw a body floating face down in an alcove that ripped him from his wet 
trance, as if the body was a terribly powerful magnet that sucked him off 
his feet to her. He landed next to the body and hastily, desperately flipped 
her over and looked down at the white face of a stranger. A heartbroken 
fury consumed him. He struck her chest and jumped from the water and 
fell to his knees punching the ground and sobbed himself to sleep.    

 “Stop!” yelled Bo, waking from sleep to a woman in close proximity.  
 The woman turned to him with worry:  “I am looking for my 
daughter,” she explained. The words came out of Bo like lava, slow and 
hot and wild: “You pay to see if that is your daughter.” And the decision 
that changed the course of Bo’s life like built-up sediment does to the 
flow of the Yellow River…”She’s mine.”  The river had a new fisher.  

* * *

 That alcove became the center of Bo’s existence for years to come. 
He slept in a room in a nearby village and spent his days scanning the 
river for death by brokenness, mostly suicide and murder. He was granted 
the space and pass to do so because the collective local psyche knew 
death and money and necessity and opportunity were all intertwined and 
it was old.   

 Mother looked at the primordial face she chose for her viewing. Bo 
read Mother, hoping for that look of recognition that meant money. She 
remained still and her gaze was flat, telling Chen it was not her daughter. 
Devastation and relief can look many different ways, but it stays con-
nected, and Mother had drifted off like a river corpse.  
 “Goodbye,” said Bo, hastily standing up on worn knees as he flipped 
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the body over. Mother was a statue of lost women, placed on the banks 
of the river, drunkenly chiseled by the hands of hateful men. With bowed 
head, spirit all around, she told you of women’s solitary tears, their suf-
focated rage in the breast, their grace under fire, their defiant willingness 
to feed the river so it may be satiated, balanced before their daughters’ 
times.  
 Bo pushed her along, not liking human company beyond necessity. 
Like a cat, Mother sprung forward and leapt high off the bank, striking 
one of the bodies as she shot into the water. Shocked, Bo began to yell 
at her but she didn’t hear him. She rose out of the ochre and settled her 
arms on the chest of the woman her jump turned…and looked on the 
face of her daughter...alive in Mother’s memory of her gratitude and 
detached love and longing for some lost unknown. Mother kissed her, 
opened her only child’s eyes, and drifted off down the river, remember-
ing the day she found her little blessing, abandoned in the local bus stop 
bathroom.

 Bo yelled after the crazy old lady as he pulled the body to him to 
re-submerge—and everything but his mortal flesh burst into flames as 
he looked into his own eyes, at his other face, at the soul he sought and 
chased on the wind, the one he reached out for in the wet dark womb 
before the light took her away.  

 Found.
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Consuelo Forman 

Mi Mamá María

Dedicado al Padre John J. Galeano,
    en memoria de Jorge, un hijito de su Fundación Juan Miguel.

                
Padre, sabemos que está triste y sentimos su dolor,

porque ha perdido su hijito de honor.
El se llamaba Jorgito y era un milagrito,

pero su vida fue muy cortito.
Usted siempre nos decía

que él era una luz de alegría,
cuando se reía y decía:

“Mi Mamá Mariá, mi Mamá Maria.”

No esté triste, Padre.
su hijito está con Papá Dios y Mamá María.

Esta muy feliz y contento,
desfrutando de mucha alegría,

porque ya está con su Mamá María.

Todos lo estrañaremos
borque era una luz de alegría,

cuando se reía y decía,
“Mi Mamá María, mi Mamá María.”

Jorge ya es un angelito
y nos mira desde el cielo.

Está con Papá Dios y Mamá María.
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Ahora le pedimos a Jorgito
Que nos haga un favorsito,
Que le pida a Papá Dios

Que nos mande muchas bendiciones,
y conteste nuestras peticiones.

Jorgito ahora es nuestro angelito
y lo llevaremos en nuestros corazones.

Siempre lo recordaremos en nuestras oraciones,
borque era una luz de alegría,

cuando se reía y decía,
“Mi Mamá María, mi Mamá María”.

(Que descanse en paz Jorge en el reino de Dios.)
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Blue Girl

Blue girl frown sitting down,
lonesome seated no one near, nobody home. 
Staring down dirty shoes, missing heels
and they taut on the floor lay, scared and maimed.
Cat creeps by, Green-eyed fur black
cautious and neglectful, of a reaching girl.
Whose arms wear a dark wine slime.
His leer cuts her deeper and he growls, 
she calls kitty, still no approach
sitting down Blue girl frowns,
By the window curtains blow 
she sees four girls pass and laugh, 
inside five shadows slink, further the blue girl sinks. 
Four girls peer through the window
five shadows dance inside, laughing side by side, 
now figures all sing and kitty smiles, forever
Blue girl sitting down, a frown.
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Gene Tejada 

Cardiac Detest

Does your heart still beat to its own drummer?    
                  
Despite its roaring storms and thunder?     
 Torn Asunder?
No Wonder.         
That smile’s lethal, looks could kill, almost illegal…how bad you’re thrown 
off track. 
It’s frightening how feeble I’ve become to your unsung touch and tongue. 
Head spun, drunk and dumped.      
       
How does your heart still beat?       
            
Scattered and screwed, never knowing which direction to choose?                                             
Get from me, unless I break thee, still slave to your influence—I can’t break 
free, what’ll be?
You still revel in your rouse and play as if unbruised.    
   My heart sinks in sadness for you.
This great game we play only makes loose losers and with our sealed kiss, 
we spiral to sickness sooner.      
How could our hearts still beat?
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Mary Ann Castle 

Kingsbridge, the Bronx, late 1960’s
  —for Red Lee, who lived on our streets 

Don’t leave me to die on these broken city steps,
no one ever passes this way at night.
Don’t leave me here with
hardened eyeballs staring out at the El.
What if Kathleen comes by in the morning?
She’ll see me sprawled like 
frozen fish in the window of Joe’s store.
Cold, so cold,
I can no longer tell if I am breathing.
Take me to my sister’s house, 
where the ice can melt from my grey beard--
or soon, the morgue. 
Carried by the wind, 
the stench of my death will soon spread everywhere.
My epitaph.
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You Write Your Own Story 

 The minutes were ticking and the cursor blinked, mocking him. 
Mikhail had been trying to complete the horror manuscript which was 
due for editing the next day, but the creative juices had slowed down 
to a trickle, a drip. The ideas were not flowing. And there he was, stuck 
between the detailed outline and his tapping fingers, not knowing how 
to kill off his psycho antagonist.
 The writer rubbed his red eyes, outlined by deep purple shadows and 
sagging over bags that sleepless nights created. He sighed. His unshaved 
beard itched, growing thick, adorning a pale and drained face. His hand 
hugged the mug sitting next to him, but he had already downed the 
steamy black coffee to no avail. His eyelids were losing the battle with 
sleep. He needed more. He was not going to let Morpheus drag him to 
the dream realm with him, and headed downstairs, straight to the kitchen.
 The coffee maker informed him of the time: 2:23 PM. That gave 
him time to work and get some rest before having to pick up Natalia, his 
wife, at the airport at 2 AM on the next day. He smiled. The fresh smell 
of coffee made him decide against taking his anti-depressants. There had 
not been any episodes lately, and the Zoloft made him feel too emotion-
ally numb to write. Besides, taking a drag of his green smoke relaxed 
him. One day or a week without the pills was not going to cause any-
thing. 
 Natalia was a doctor, the one who always moderated his anti-
depressive intake, and she always let him take a week off of them. She 
always said that Zoloft had secondary effects and that she liked him better 
without the effects of the pill. At first it seemed strange to him, but he 
understood: he liked himself better that way, too; but they had stopped 
for a while because every week that he did not take his meds he would 
pass out and not remember full days.  
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 “Wakey wakey, eggs and bakey!” Natalia sang.
 Mikhail opened his eyes and saw his wife standing next to him. “Morning, 
Sweets,” he whispered. He took the tray she offered; it had pancakes with fruits 
and syrup, a mimosa, and a fresh joint. He winked a chuckled, “thanks.”
 She kissed his forehead. “So… I was thinking, why don’t we continue last 
night’s activities? I really enjoyed it.” She looked at him and a mischievous smile 
appeared on her pink lips. She giggled and kissed him again.
 He looked at her, confusion etched on his pale, round face. “Last night? What 
happened last night?”
 Her smiled dropped and she looked away as an intense blush conquered her 
face. “You don’t remember?”
 He shook his head. It was the second time that happened. Maybe his manic 
depressive episodes were coming back. He dropped his fork. “This is it. I’m losing 
it.”
 She sat next to him. “No. You’re not,” but only her lips smiled this time. “I 
deal with these cases on a daily basis. It’s the Zoloft, and it is not unheard of for 
someone to forget certain periods of time.” Natalia squeezed Mikhail’s hand and 
stroked his cheek.
 “You sure?”
 “Of course I am!” She looked out of the window.
 “And what did we do last night that you enjoyed so much?”
 “We played around.” She winked, and left the room.

 After he poured some of the bitter black liquid into his mug, he 
dragged himself back to his office, but some weird noise coming from his 
wife’s office made him stop and backtrack. He debated whether to enter 
or not, not wanting to invade his wife’s private place, but the consistent 
thump made all the hairs on the back of his neck stand and his skin was 
covered with goose bumps. He felt cold.
 The stench of decay slapped him as he opened the mahogany door. 
He gagged and held onto the doorknob for support. He stood in front 
of the door and his hand roamed the sticky wall searching for the light 
switch. He thought his wife had painted; that would explain the smell. 
The lights came on and revealed splashes of various shades of red strewn 
across the room like a Pollock painting covering the white walls, the 
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white floor and matching couches, the mahogany desk and chairs, the 
books and bookshelves. He froze. His mug slipped from his fingers send-
ing shards flying everywhere and coffee covered the floor mixing with 
the red puddles of blood. In the middle of the room was the most maca-
bre ornament his eyes had ever seen; how a human mind could muster 
the sole idea of it escaped him. Human eyes, all connected by a swirling 
wire and separated by small diamonds, hung from the ceiling creating a 
beautifully grotesque pattern.
 Mikhail covered his mouth and swallowed a scream.
 There were bloody lumps lined up against the wall. Next to them 
there was a silver tray with glass vials with different colored liquids inside, 
needles, and a weird looking power drill—it had thin silver claws instead 
of a screwdriver bit. By the corner there were two cots, each with a tiny 
body tied to it, bound and moaning. Silky dark hair matted with blood 
framed a now red face, but instead of eyes there were empty sockets; 
and the other had her eyes covered with no visible wounds. He gulped. 
Slowly he stepped closer to the blindfolded girl. He could not leave her 
there. He had to do something for her.
 He took off the blindfold and the girl screamed. She thrashed, trying 
to free herself, but the rope was too tight. He placed both hands on her 
shoulders, trying to make her stop.
  “I’m here to help you. Please, calm down so I can untie this.” He 
whispered.
 “Leave me alone! Let me go, you freak…” She cried
  “I’m not going to hurt you. Who did this to you?”
 The girl started crying louder and screaming for help.

* * *

 Mikhail’s eyes shifted. His pupils dilated. He smiled.
 He filled one of the needles with a milky white substance. He dis-
charged the needle into her right arm. The girl’s eyes widened and then 
her eyelids, slowly, closed over her forest-green eyes. He chuckled and 
started whistling to a random tune. He took the power drill and pro-
ceeded to work.
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* * *

 Mikhail woke up with a pounding headache. A corpse with no eyes 
stared back at him with silver clips holding eyelids up. He screamed. He 
was still in Natalia’s office—he could not remember what happened, but 
the girl was now dead in front of him and he did not save her in time. 
He stood up and looked around. The power drill on the tray was holding 
a green eye and a similar one sat in a jar next to the drill. The door was 
still open and the clock over it read 4pm. He had been there for a long 
time.
 Mikhail ran out and closed the door behind him, his heart thump-
ing and body shaky. He walked to the door, and in the closet next to 
it picked up his boots and coat, and took his bag. He sneaked outside 
silently, not wanting to alert anyone of his presence. Certainly whoever 
entered knew he was there, but had not killed him. He zipped his coat up 
and jumped into his boots.
 As he ran to his truck, he realized he had left his keys hanging on 
their hook in the kitchen. He could not go back—he feared alerting 
whoever was inside, the person had left him alive certainly to do some-
thing to him after. He had to leave. Beads of sweat covered his scrunched 
up brow. He ran across the garden and jumped the white fence. He stood 
in the middle of the pavement—no cars nearby. Why was everything so 
damned far in Jersey? A lone house at the far side of New Brunswick 
now seemed creepy. He looked back at his house, it was not welcoming 
anymore. He tripped on the icy pavement and heard a thunk behind him. 
He stood up and searched around thinking of a route that would get him 
quickly and safely to the police station. He turned.
 The woods. Right on the other side of the woods was Main Street, 
and there was a police station a block from it.
 He ran straight there—where the dry branches raised dark against 
the setting sun. The slushy mud and fallen branches made the pavement 
uneven. Mikhail ran, tripped, and fell, his body consumed with shakes 
and chill. The cold wind slashed at his cheeks. His soles cramped, and 
a thin layer of moisture covered his body. The clearing was not too far 
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ahead—every summer for five years he and his wife would go there 
for picnics on Sundays. He could see the bright orange light filter-
ing through the branches clearly. The place was beautiful, even with 
the snow  now covering where the colorful flowers were—the musty 
sweet smell still lingered—the frozen lake to the side still blue under the 
cracked ice.
Mikhail fell on his hands and knees; his hands coloring the snow red. He 
had not realized he had blood on his hands. They were covered in it. He 
grabbed snow and rubbed his hands on it ferociously, red drops falling. 
His skin was already numb. He did not care. He needed to clean his 
hands.
 Crackling branches behind him signaled slow steps. Someone was ap-
proaching. He turned his head. Nothing. He ran across the clearing and 
hid behind a trunk thick enough to conceal him. He willed his breathing 
and heart to slow down, fearing the cacophony of both was too loud and 
would give him away. He tried to climb the dry tree, but his fingers were 
too numb to hold anything.
 He stayed there a while. Minutes? Hours? No one appeared. He felt 
time drag by slowly. The the light in the sky receding, slowly. The day 
gave way to darkness. His brain reeled over what had happened, what he 
had seen. Who could have done such a brutal thing? He thought of the 
cleaning lady—yet it was Saturday and she only helped on Mondays and 
Thursdays. She did not have a key.
 He thought of his friends, not that many, and all too far to just pull 
off some crazy prank. He had no enemies. What enemies could a writer 
have? The ones he could think of only had the courage to depict it in 
writing. The cold and the confusion raised havoc in his brain. His stom-
ach rumbled along. He had not eaten anything since the day before. He 
only had coffee.
 Soft thumps sounded. His hands felt wet inside the pockets of his 
coat. He had to get out of there. He never covered the red snow where 
he had cleaned the blood off his hands… and all the footprints he had 
left behind. A bird ca-cawed and wings flapped over him. His heart almost 
jumped out of his throat.
 He dashed ahead once again, short of breath, but the adrenaline 
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fueled his sprint; he turned every other step to check if he was being 
followed.
 He thought of his Natalia. He waved that possibility away—she was 
the sweetest woman he knew, always worrying about others, and willing 
to help whoever needed her. But what if she got here before the time she told 
you, an ugly voice whispered in the back of his mind. He shook his head, 
impossible.
 He was reaching the end of the woods and he could see the street, 
the dim lights, and the signs from where he was. Almost there, he thought.
As he jumped to the sidewalk his foot got tangled in roots. He tripped 
and fell, his hands landing on the sidewalk and one of the straps of 
the bag snapped. He let out a sigh of relief—the sign in front of him 
read Main Street. His bag weighed him down. As he stood he pulled it up 
and the cord ripped sending all its contents tumbling out of the bag. A 
crossbow, glass vials, and blood-stained medical supplies rolled by his feet. 
He choked on air, his breath stuck in his throat.
 He fell on his knees as bloody flashes played behind his shut lids—
the shrill sound of a drill, the loud, ragged screams that rang like bells on 
his ears. His breath came in short gasps, not getting to his lungs; the air 
clogged his chest, hard and cold, like ice, weighing it down. He could not 
think.
 Something flashed and vibrated between surgical steel. A silver 
phone.
Natalia’s name blinked back from the screen. He answered, but no words 
came from his lips, just a strangled whine that sounded more like a cat’s 
growl.
 “Mikhail?” Her soothing voice asked from the other line. He nod-
ded, forgetting she could not see him.
 “Yes,” he whispered as he placed the bag over its scattered contents. 
He did not want to see them.
 “I guess you skipped your pills this week, didn’t you?” Her voice 
mischievous; he could hear a smile playing on her lips.
 “Yes,” he muttered again into the receiver. Words escaped him.
 “Don’t be scared, baby,” Natalia cooed, sultrily. “I’m just sorry I’m 
not there to help you, goodness knows how much I wish I could.”
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 “I don’t understand.”
 “What do you mean you don’t understand? I mean, you’re using 
that phone and we both know what that means.” She chuckled. “Let the 
hunting begin!” She squealed, her voice shrill with a hint of macabre 
glee.
 Mikhail’s heart fluttered, sweat glistened on his blood-stained face. 
“What?” he asked. “Natalia, someone broke into the house! I think 
someone is chasing me.”
 “Silly boy,” Natalia laughed, “no one is following you.”
 “You do not get it,” he cried. “Your office… a girl… no eyes… 
blood.” His teeth where chattering. “I need to get the police—“
 “Mikhail.” She cut him off with a cold voice. “Don’t you dare do 
anything stupid, okay?
 “But—“
 “Baby? Just breathe, okay? Head back home and I’ll be there soon 
with you.” A noise in the background interrupted her. “Oh, we are 
boarding now, you see? Just a few more hours, baby. I love you.”
 “I love you, too…”
 “Oh, babe? Catch some game for me, please.” She laughed. “I want 
to play around when I get there.” She blew kiss to her receiver and hung 
up.
 Mikhail’s eyes shifted to the crossbow and the migraine intensified. 
Everything was happening at the same time inside. The pretty girl with 
the blue eyes—blood gushing out as he popped those sky-colored eyes 
out of their sockets. The shrill screams of his game and tearless cries from 
their preys. Cleaning the slimy eyeballs carefully. Forgetting and remem-
bering all over again.

* * *

 “Excuse me, sir, but are you okay?” A soft voice asked.
 “Yes, I just…” He looked up. He could see the blue eyes that reflect-
ed the dim lights, but shadows covered most of her face. “I think I broke 
my ankle.”
 “Oh, okay.” She walked away, her pace fast, looking back at him. As 
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she turned the barely lit corner a hand covered her mouth as a needle 
discharged something into her neck. Her limbs relaxed and the scream 
never touched her tongue.
 Must be my lucky day, Mikhail thought. Blue eyes are my favorite. 
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Rebecca Mills

Father of Death

His eyes bear the redness 
of a metal fence that has been rusted over
from years of misuse and weathering.
Oxidized to cause surprise 
for each stare is a curse to beware
with synthetic weights of flattery.
Soulless.
There’s a bottomless pit where his soul belongs
he takes the souls of others
Loveless.
He wants love, not to love 
but for someone to love his ego.
There are no buts when it comes to his ego.
Humane is the personality he portrays for worldly display 
to hide his true colors and animal.
A disguised wolf thrown out of his pack
for being too feral.
A sorry waste of a man.
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The Game Towel 

 The game was to start at eight o’clock and I didn’t want to be late.  It 
was my first grown up date.   Pulling a clean white towel from the towel 
rack, I knew this towel was one of the towels my mother would bring 
home from her job.  They had these big blue letters “ROCKLAND 
STATE HOSPITAL” in large, over-exaggerated form, written vertically 
across the middle.  You know, the type of lettering that indicates that you 
had not bought these towels from your local Linens and Things store, but 
indeed was the property of someone else, and surely meant not to leave 
that place.
 When I was a child I would go swimming with the Summer Camp 
in my neighborhood, and my mother would only let me take these 
embarrassingly, abominable, tacky towels to the pool.   It would be un-
conscionable to think of taking one of the “good towels,” as my mother 
would call them.  Those were the ones she would spend a lot of money 
on, with the beautiful colors, and the thick, fluffy threading.  The good 
towels – only company got to use them.  We rarely had company; they 
hardly got used.
 Pulling that towel off the rack reminded me of the first time when 
my father had taken me with my mom to the institute.  I remembered 
the huge hospital development my mother worked at with its many 
buildings, and vast, beautiful, unused landscaping.  I remembered hardly 
having seen any people enjoying the greenery as my father and I sat on 
the grass that day awaiting my mother’s return from some trailers that 
served as offices.  I imagined seeing the steam-filled pressing room and 
hearing the large industrial sized cleaning, drying and pressing machines 
located on the concrete floors.  “It was a mental hospital,” I heard my 
father say once.  And it made me depressed to think about my mother 
working in a place where I couldn’t even tell my friends she worked 
without being embarrassed about it. 
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 All those crazy, sick people living there—I was embarrassed for them; 
I was embarrassed by them.  They were the ones I would have earlier 
seen on the street talking to themselves and searching through the gar-
bage.  They were the ones who people felt sorry for, but not enough to 
look at them or even in their general direction.  They were the invisible, 
possibly dangerous, seen but not seen by parents, but unavoidable to the 
curious child’s eyes.  I was embarrassed, I did not know why; I only knew 
I felt sorry for them.  But all the workers—I was embarrassed by them 
and for them also.  And I knew why: their jobs were tedious grunge work 
that seemed unbearable and never-ending, comparable to slaves—and the 
most embarrassing of all was that my mother, with her 6th grade educa-
tion, was one of them.   

 It was going to be my first grown up date in 1977 when I stood 
staring empty-eyed into the cloudy mirror in the steam-filled bathroom, 
not seeing my own reflection, but just an obscure memory of my past.  I 
awakened from my daydream and pushed the loose strands of wet hair 
from my forehead with the dry, white towel with the big blue letters on 
it that read “ROCKLAND STATE HOSPITAL.” I thought of having 
to endure such a task—working as hard as my mother did—to clean 
somebody else’s clothes.  Aghast, I thought again of cleaning so many, 
somebody else’s clothes, but quickly pushed that memory to the back of 
my thoughts, to gain the excitement of my upcoming date.  It was my 
first real grown up date with an eligible doctor; we were going to the 
famed Madison Square Garden to watch the New York Knicks play.
 I ran to my room and pulled my favorite green Gloria Vanderbilt 
jean suit from the closet.  The little golden dove stitched on every pocket 
was like a crown of womanhood to me.  I had to lotion swiftly, so while 
throwing the sweet-smelling, creamy mixture all over my body, I must 
have looked as though I was trying to win a race.  The lotion splashed 
everywhere--walls, floors, dresser, bed--as I squeezed the near-empty 
bottle to complete the task, but there was no time to clean up the mess.  
I was 18, perfectly dressed, and I had to rush to complete the finishing 
touches:  comb my hair, put on earrings, dab of perfume behind each ear, 
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lift up shirt, and don’t forget the cleavage.  I think I had to strain to raise 
the almost too tight beige turtleneck sweater to get just the right spot.   
It was then that the intercom rang; it sounded awful. 
  “Buzz…eke!” that noise that irked everyone in the household 
tended to tweak an octave higher as the ringer took his hands off the 
button from downstairs in the building lobby.  Usually it annoyed me, but 
that night it was a melody.
  My mother threw me a curious glance as I ran down the hall—my 
heels clacking on the hardwood floor.  She shook her head from side to 
side, but she smiled; she always shook her head from side to side when 
we annoyed her or amused her.  
 “Who is it?” I asked, nearly whispering into the metal box, hoping 
my father would not hear.  
 “Excuse me, uh, it’s David.  Is Yvonne—”  
 I cut him off with my response, “I’ll be right there,” but it was too 
late…  By the time I walked back to my room to get my purse and coat, 
my father was already peering out the window with curiosity.
I saw him glance over his shoulder as I headed back out my bedroom 
door.  
 “Got a date huh?” he asked, his Louisiana accent kicking in.
  “Yes,” I responded proudly. 
  I had no choice now, so I drew nearer and bid him good night.  I 
was 18 years old when I wanted to go out on my first real grown up date.   
 “And just who is this young man who chooses to wait downstairs 
instead of come up to greet you properly?” he said with a stern look of 
concern upon his face. 
 I remember I saw the gray stubble on his chin rise and his cheek sink 
inward as he grit his teeth, then sucked them with aggravation.  He was 
almost grimacing; I had intentionally disrespected his household rules.  
Ever since I was young I can remember him always discussing with my 
older sisters how “A man who could not come into this home, and address the 
parents of his daughters properly is not worthy of dating his daughters!”  
 “So who is this?” my father asked, referring to the tall, Caucasian like 
figure he had seen leaning, unknowingly, against a car door. 
 “David, David Ramirez”. 
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  I thought I was cute, I thought I was grown.  It was apparent my fa-
ther had mellowed; three daughters must have made him tired, I thought.  
But as I kissed him goodnight, and turned to walk away, I refused to look 
back towards the prosecuting attorney, who had already trialed, convicted 
and persecuted my date by reason of un-gentlemanly behavior.  Sure, my 
father was old fashioned; being born in 1922 can do that to a person.  
And yes, he was probably a little bit over-protective, after all, both of my 
sisters had gotten pregnant at the age of 18, but this was my first real 
grown up date!  
 I don’t remember getting in the car.  I don’t remember the make, the 
model or even the color, but I do remember the sound of the car door 
shutting closed, and sneakily looking up at my parents’ bedroom window 
through my open fingers, as I held my face in my hand with my elbow 
propped up on the side of the passenger car door armrest.  When I saw 
my father peering out the window with that look of disappointment 
and anger on his face, it made me feel dense and naïve, compared to his 
wisdom then, especially considering the events that followed.

 The next thing I know I was there, rounding the spiraling blue, 
orange, and white hallways of the grand sports arena.  Entering the 
open coliseum, and wondering where all these throngs of excited sports 
enthusiasts had come from, as David held my hand, and led me further 
down the carpeted steps that separated the seating.  I sunk into the well 
of the sea of onlookers, and through the aisles of beer guzzlers, father and 
sons, and game betters who painted their faces, or screamed at the players 
from so far a distance it had to impossible to be heard.  The waves of the 
crowd rolled, the voices thundered!
 We sat down, not high in the nosebleed section, but definitely not 
deep in the well.  My seat was located next to the seat of a little old lady, 
the kind who looked like she should be at home knitting and watching 
the game on television, or even better, her favorite cooking show.  But 
she was there, sitting beside me with a pair of round spectacles perched 
on the tip of her nose and the lenses of the glasses were tinted an odd 
shade of blue. Through the lenses you could see the green pupils of her 
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eyes, and thick, black, long, fake eye lashes she wore for beauty’s sake, or 
maybe just habit, judging from her outfit.  She also had a thick, black 
line of mascara on her eyelids as well as underneath, which gave her the 
appearance of a football player who had chalked his cheeks just before 
the game.   She had on so much make-up—the blue and green eye 
shadow, face powder, the rouge, the lipstick—it was difficult to know 
where the neckline began and the face started.  The many folds in her 
neck quivered as she took a superficial breath, leaning her head down to 
read a blue and white printed game schedule.  Just as she shifted her eyes 
towards me, tilting her head up slightly to get a better look, she smiled 
slyly and went back to reading, all done in slow motion.  
 “You alright?” David asked.
 I remember this sudden chill that slipped over my spine at that very 
moment.  And I couldn’t help but shiver when the look in the woman’s 
eyes told me something was very wrong.  I told him I was fine, but I 
don’t think I felt fine.
 I don’t remember the game, I don’t even remember who won; but I 
do remember I enjoyed myself.  Well at least I think I did—it kept my at-
tention enough to forget that weird twilight-zone moment in the stands, 
and in the pit of my stomach.  The little old lady, disappeared someplace 
into the crowd at the end of the game, but I didn’t even see her leave her 
seat.  I still remember her face.  I remember it well, as if I just saw her 
yesterday.
 The ride home was quiet; only the dull thud of tires hitting pave-
ment every time the rubber hit a crevice in the highway broke the loud 
silence.
 It wasn’t until later that night, when the car, which should have been 
parked in front of my building, but was parked on the next block around 
the corner near a dead end, that I understood the strange caution sign of 
the old woman’s grin.  My mind flashed back to the look of disappoint-
ment and worry in my father’s eyes.  So I tried to fill the empty silence 
with questions about the game, even though I already knew the answers 
to most.  He responded nonchalantly to all of them, of course.  I think 
“So did you enjoy the game?” were the first words he literally uttered of 
his own accord after parking and dimming the headlights.
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 I’m pretty sure I said, “Yeah.”  However, after I stopped staring 
out into the wilderness of the deserted city block and looked into the 
wilderness of his lustful eyes.  I saw in them that type of even-tempered 
look that said, “I have you right where I want you now.”  He couldn’t hide 
it anymore, the blatant confidence, as though we were on a torrid little 
tryst, and he was the be-all to end all.  When he leaned in, closing his eyes 
to give me my first kiss on my first real grown up date, mine remained 
open.  Alas, I saw his flaws.  I recognized his imperfections.  His nose was 
long, he had a blackhead poking through a pore on his left cheek, and 
the look of him was more like a conqueror than an eligible doctor. 
 I sized him up - his position in the drivers seat, the unbuckled 
seatbelt strap laying across his lap, his long legs appearing as though they 
were crammed against the dashboard, his raised arm stretched across the 
back of the seat, with his hand hung half-way around my shoulder, the 
whitened imprint of a ring once on his left ring finger, a contrast to his 
tan.  A contrast to my fantasy.  The street lamp had put a spotlight on it; it 
put a spotlight on the whole evening.     
 When I was 18 I went on my first grown up date.  I went to my first 
live professional basketball game. I went out with my first real, ineligible 
doctor.  When I was 18, I realized that old people knew a whole lot more 
than I gave them credit for.  I wish I could say that was the end of the 
story, but it wasn’t.  What happened next could have been right out of a 
Lifetime Movie. But the details aren’t necessary. What I learned that night 
is that tragic life lessons and unfortunate circumstances happen when we 
least expect it; happen when we don’t heed caution signs; happen when 
we think we are grown.  I was 18 years old when I just narrowly missed 
being raped. I used to think I knew everything. Now, at 53, I know 
better.
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Julissa de la Cruz

The Storyteller

He said his name was Mike.
It’s Chris.
Chris and his endless stories,
who needs TV when you have Chris?
Stories of his many conquests,
a true Columbus claiming fat, brown asses.
Oh how they were all drawn to him,
flying so close they would burn.
“She actually tattooed my name on her ass,”
he laughs,
blue eyes twinkling and perfect teeth gleaming.
Is he laughing at her?
So desperate to be his
that she branded herself?
Maybe he’s laughing at himself,
the adventures almost comical 
in their incredulity.
Or is he laughing at me,
sitting next to him on the bleachers of an empty field,
gasping at all the right moments
while wondering if I have already become
another one of his stories.
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Lehman College and the New York City 
Lab School for Collaborative Studies

We are happy to feature the work of five outstanding writers from the 
New York City Lab School for Collaborative Studies. Their work ap-
pears here as the result of a growing relationship between our institu-
tions. These students and the creative works they have produced are the 
first steps in an important bridge between the high school and college 
experience.

We hope you find the voices and craft found in these pieces to be as 
beautiful and engaging as we do. Thanks go to the NYC Lab School stu-
dents who submitted their work to Obscura, and congratulations to those 
whose work appears here. For more information visit: www.lehman.edu.

LehmanLitMag@gmail.com
www.facebook.com/ObscuraLiteraryAndArtsMagazine
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Delsy Espinoza

Descending

The razor-sharp edge of reason, 
         has truly shaded our memories, 
                  of oh so jolly good fun we once had, 
                            for now, we are different. 
                                   We see not, what we once saw. 
                                           We think not, what we once thought. 
                                                  We are now fragile. 
                                                         We are now weak in imagination, 
                                                                 Weak in memories, 
                                                                         Weak in faith and 
                                                                                  Weak in trust.
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Susie Lenovitz

A Joke

It will always be the word that makes me shiver when I speak and
quiver at night when I sleep.
I have written about this word before but always looking through a sheet 
of glass
never through an open door.
I won’t ever forget the day I was told a joke
about the word that nearly gave me a stroke.
The boy was young
and didn’t know about the words that slid so easily out of his wicked 
tongue
after the joke was told I said nothing as I laughed along
as I pretended to sing along to his devilish song.
But that night I fell asleep
dreaming of what I should have said
to the boy who injected poison into my head.
I would tell him to look for the last of the men who have numbers burned 
onto their arms
to ask them how it felt to be woken in the middle of the night from the 
sound of piercing alarms,
taken from their homes and stripped of everything they believe,
Their spirits didn’t survive long in the hands of thieves.
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Rachel Mishael

The Man With The Gun

Without a care
They played and danced
The ribbons the bows
The Spider-Man pants

Guarded from the world
They laughed and loved
All they could see
Were kisses and hugs
Monsters and dragons
Were all that they feared
Princesses and fairy tales
Were all very real

Then, one average day
Turned out not to be so
When insanity meets innocence
Searching for words no one knows
When the strongest bond of love
Is pulled from its roots
The beauty that once was
Is now on the news

Those on the outside
Cannot bear the thought
They pity the families
Of ones that are lost
But those who have lost
Can’t bear pity from others
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For no one can know
Their heartbreak, their struggles
They will never have comfort
They will never have closure
Because this cruel cycle
Will never be over

Their screams and cries
On that sickening day
Will haunt their minds
To their utter dismay
And survivors may be 
Safe and sound
But mental stability
Will never be found

The mind tries to grasp it
But it cannot be done
For the pain in the soul
Burns bright as the sun

The damage is done

The man with the gun.
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June Lei 

Digressed at Heart

I had a basket of dreams-
violets, lilacs.
Vinca studded with bees.
Lavender layered in heavy jasmine, tuberose-
cloying, clotting.
Sticking to your mind, sticking to your clothes.
 
I had a strong sense of instinct and could easily feel the future-
wayward in my forgotten slumber.
Recalled by dahlia, delphinium, bellflower.
Remembrance carried through a summertime cemetery.
Beautiful, desperate, and very much dead.
They cry upon engravings, faintly glittered- prayers, and fairies.
 
I had to erase everything I had earned.
Scrawling over sweetness, bougainvillea breathes-
hyacinth, honeysuckle tangled into a breezy caress.
Mirror of my mind, alive and outspoken.
My daisy world is over.
The best has been gone and what’s left is broken.
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Christina Li 

Hold On

Grasp the very hand you cannot hold.
Slip and fall, but don’t let go.
Let those feelings untangle, unfold.
Let the words dance free
as they come and find me.
Let your breath run out of control
and just tell me all I’ve never known.
The time is now,
so just say it out loud,
emotions are meant to be heard.
So don’t be afraid,
don’t be shy,
passion is something that you cannot hide.
Your life can’t reset
so be a fool with no regrets,
embrace those feelings that you possess.
People come and people go
but that doesn’t mean you should ever let go.
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Contributors

Alejandra Bodden is an English Creative Writing major at Lehman College. Her 
passions include reading and writing—usually with chocolate next to her. Her dream 
is to one day work in publishing to help create parallel, written universes, and to be 
surrounded by words and the delectable smell of paper and ink. Alejandra’s natural habitat 
is within the shelves of bookstores. Often she can be seen roaming the racks of comic 
stores, searching for her next illustrated fix, or at an art store trying to find a new crafty 
hobby to keep her hands entertained and mind relaxed.

Mary Ann Castle graduated from Lehman College, where she earned her BA in 
Anthropology. She earned an M.A. and Ph.D. in Social Anthropology. For years she has 
conducted applied research, evaluation and design. She managed programs for grass roots 
and social justice organizations throughout the U.S. and abroad. Her works have appeared 
in Blue Collar Journal, Syracuse Cultural Workers’ Women Artists Datebook (2011), Granny 
Smith Magazine, Notorious Pronouns, Buddhist Review, and other journals.

Marco Centeno is a senior at Lehman College and slated to graduate in Spring 2013. 
He is a substitute teacher and is in the process of finishing up his certification to become 
a full-time English teacher. He plans on attending grad school after graduation.

Yvonne Coleman is a freshman in the Lehman College School of Continuing and 
Professional Studies. She is a double major in African American Studies and English. 
As a returning student, she previously used her hiatus from school to develop her love 
for words through her many manuscripts and poetry about life experiences. She has 
received numerous distinguishing awards for her humanitarian efforts, which include a 
Congressional Citation in Recognition of Commitment & Perseverance in the Fight 
Against Kidney Disease in 2008 from the Committee on Ways and Means, U.S. House 
of Representatives. She also received the “Black History Enlightenment Award In 
Recognition of Outstanding Service” in 2009 from her local church. Ms. Coleman’s 
pursuit of a Ph.D. in Education and a career as a published author through Lehman 
College’s Masters Program has enhanced her passion for writing and love of literature 
about the American experience. 

Jasmin Cooper is an English major and Middle and High School Education minor. She 
began writing poetry at the age of nine and has been writing poetry ever since. She is 
hoping to share her love for poetry with her future students.

William Crespo has had photography in his life for the last three years. While he hasn’t 
quite found his own unique style, he never stops searching for it while shooting the 
streets and faces of New York. His goal is simple: do his best to capture his next great 
photograph; by doing so, he believes the rest will fall into place.
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Carole Curtis creates large scale, abstract art inspired by the architecture of New York 
City, the place where she was born and raised; which never ceases to impact her life and 
work.

Julissa De La Cruz  is a pre-med Biology major. She is a junior, who likes to read and 
write in the in her spare time. She is a proud member of Obscura. 

Randy Diaz is a 23-year-old junior at Lehman College, currently majoring in 
Psychology, though he is still not sure if this field is right for him. He is a native New 
Yorker and lives in Washington Heights, where he was born and raised. For him, poetry 
hails the mountains—frigid snow covered hills of thoughts are constantly stacking up 
inside his head. His poetry is an avalanche that alleviates the weight on his brain and 
buries the negativity surrounding the bottom of these hills.

Sean Engeldrum is a Bronx native currently assisting Obscura in the small ways his pop 
culture-addled brain allows. Sean’s attempts at creating work for himself often lead to 
frustrating nights filled with maniacal laughter, garbled texts amounting to no more than 
100 words and the horrified stares of his girlfriend, who cannot sleep while the beard 
gnomes wreak havoc on the house instead of assisting in the writing process like good 
gnomes should.

Delsy Espinoza is a junior at the NYC Lab School for Collaborative Studies. She is still 
trying to figure out what she wants to do in the future by trying out new things, while 
getting good grades at the same time. She spends her free time reading, writing, and 
watching shows and movies from around the world. She hopes her poem will be analyzed 
and even critiqued by many different types of people.

June Lei is a native New Yorker and a Junior at the NYC Lab School for Collaborative 
Studies. In addition to writing poetry, she is fond of visiting art museums, admiring 
electric guitars, and thinking about Russian history. She interns at the Rubin Museum of 
Art, and is passionate about expanding museum accessibility—especially for teenagers. 

Christina Li is currently a Junior at the NYC Lab School for Collaborative Studies. 
Singing is one of her beloved hobbies. She hopes readers are able to connect with her 
poem and are able to see the deeper message behind it.

Toby Z. Liederman  is a graduate of the Massachusetts College of Art. She did her 
major in Ceramics and minor in Art History and Women in Art. She feels privileged to 
further her studies here, at Lehman College, taking excellent ceramics classes through the 
valuable Encore program for senior citizens. Not only is she continuing with her artwork, 
she is also active in several student clubs. She is involved in human rights & social justice 
activism, women’s advocacy, the environment and peace work on campus, and beyond. 
Thus it was an honor to be chosen in 2012 as one of “25 Bronx Influential Women” 
who were recognized for their work in the community. Photography, collage, being a 
grandmother, classes in writing, holistic living and yoga (a great program right here, on 
campus!), plus family and friendships round out her life.

CONTRIBUTORS
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Jennifer Liu is a marketing and studio art (painting) major and her minor is in English 
creative writing. She hopes to pursue a career in advertising and open her own art gallery 
in the future. She likes good music, good food, and good cats. She dislikes biographies and 
never writes them.

Loric Madramootoo  was fascinated with colors since the age of 5 and began to create 
drawings for any audience willing to have his attention. A gift passed onto him from his 
mother; he was able to reproduce various images in his head using a pencil. Eventually 
he began to paint and do forms of pottery. In the last 10 years working as a programmer, 
the patience which he developed from creating art pieces helped him tremendously in 
developing software.

Andres Marquez was born in the Bronx to parents of Puerto Rican descent in July of 
1972. He returned to school at an advanced age through the Adult Degree Program to 
fulfill a journey that probably should have been completed long ago, but he genuinely 
believes that everything happens for a reason, and in its own season. He is just thankful to 
have had the possibility to return at all. Not everyone is so lucky. He is, also thankful to 
be writing and publishing his work, since expressing himself by putting pen to paper has 
always been a great love of his.
 
Colleen McGowan is going for her Master of Fine Arts in Painting. She currently 
teaches at Rockland Center for the Arts in West Nyack, NY. Her work centers on human 
and animal relationships.

Eileen McNamee is an alumnus of Lehman College. She has been a photographer for 
the past decade. She lives and works in the Bronx. Her portfolio can be found at www.
emmcnamee.com.

Marisa N. Melendez  is a senior at Lehman College pursuing a BA in English 
Literature with a minor in Japanese. She is especially fond of music, poetry, art, movies, 
felines, and alcohol (though not necessarily in that order... but it’s pretty close). 
She has always had a deep love for words... and AFI. She really loves AFI.

Rebecca Mills is a Westchester based artist that was born and raised in New Rochelle 
where she still resides. She explores her creativity through poems, fairy tales, and 
illustrations that revolve around feminism and spirituality. She currently attends Lehman 
College as an Art major.

Jasmine Miranda  is a sophomore at Lehman College. She is an English major in 
Creative Writing, and a member of Obscura. She aspires to become a novelist.

Christina Mirco is Geography major and is pursuing a certificate in Geographic 
Information Systems. She enjoys shooting with her Minolta SRT101, mostly photographing 
nature at its finest and man-made structures of her interest, such as the Tappan Zee Bridge in 
Tarrytown.  She wishes to travel as much as possible to explore, experience and photograph 
the natural beauty the Earth has to offer and make maps for a living.
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Stacey Morales  is a transfer student from New York City College of Technology. She 
is pursuing a Bachelor of Science degree in Health Services Administration. She is a 
newlywed and her poems reflect the emotions she has experienced in prior relationships. 
Stacey is a very passionate writer who believes in exerting feelings that are deeply rooted 
in her mind, which she showcases a vivid manner through her writing so the reader can 
feel what she is expressing at the moment.

Jennifer Morin  is a 29 year-old full-time junior at Lehman College. She is double 
majoring in English Honors in Creative Writing and Psychology. As an avid writer and 
passionate researcher, her studies reflect her hopes to understand and document the 
human condition through the freedom of self-expression. Jennifer plans to continue her 
studies after graduating, possibly attaining a PhD in psychology.

Leila Norman  is a small town southern girl from Georgia with a different perspective 
on life, which she hopes to convey through her writing. She enjoys painting, running, and 
sharing adventures with the people she loves. She believes everything’s unclear in life, but 
anything’s possible—clearly.

John A. Ortiz aka Giovanni is a graduating senior, Class of 2013. An English major in 
Creative Writing and a minor in psychology.  He wants to dedicate First Responder to all 
who selflessly come to the aid of those in need. He states “Sandy” and “First Responder” 
were written for the Advance Poetry class taught by Professor Bryant.  He dedicates 
these poems to Professor Bryant, who taught him that he too could write poetry when 
he never thought he could. He is also a published fitness writer and plans to publish his 
memoirs soon.

Timothy Pellegrin is a senior at Lehman. His major is Social Work. He is a case 
manager with North American Family Institute, a therapeutic foster care agency in 
Elmsford, NY. A shining sun, named Idalia, blessed him with marriage last April. They 
have a six month old daughter, Maya, who is the most beautiful little being imaginable.

Marichelle Renee Pita moved to the U.S from the Philippines two years ago and 
entered college at 16. She is currently a senior at Lehman College. Her major is Biology 
and her minors are English Creative Writing and French. She hopes to become a doctor 
and a published writer in the future.

Henry Portillo is a proud artist and resident of the “Boogie Down Bronx.” His work 
encompasses various mediums and subject matters ranging from portraits to robots, and 
even contemporary depictions of mythology. A wide range of his work can be seen at 
www.henrypwip.tumblr.com.

Melissa Puma is a Studio Art Major with an interest in cartooning, animation, and 
design. She has illustrated for The Researchers, a web-comic collaboration between the 
Leonard Lief Library and the Art department of Lehman College. Her goals include 
the design of an educational board game for children and acquiring a job in television 
animation.
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Leonie De Irish Stair was born in St. James, Jamaica ,W.I. where she graduated from 
Sam Sharpe Teachers College of the University of the W.I. She presently resides in the 
Bronx. She attended Lehman from 1980 – 1982, and came back in 2010. She is currently 
an upper senior majoring in Health Services Administration. She had an early poem 
published in Footnotes in 1982 (Lehman’s previous Literary magazine). 

Jean Carlos Soto is a freshman at Lehman College, Bronx born and Bronx raised. 
To him, writing is a painful yet fulfilling ordeal. He simply wants to master the art of 
storytelling. 

Gene Tejada is a junior currently pursuing a degree in English Literature and a minor 
in Education. After finally coming to grips with realizing that daydreaming is not a 
marketable skill, he decided to pick up the pen and join Obscura to test his skill as a 
respectable writer; or, at the very least, a slacker worth reading.

Claribel Tejeda is a second year student enrolled at Lehman and studying Multimedia 
with a focus in film. She was born in the Bronx, only a few blocks from Lehman and 
lived in North Carolina for 9 years. She has always enjoyed writing, but never thought 
of herself as a very good writer. She realized she had to put pen to paper—or fingers to 
keyboard—to figure it out. She realized that, if she worked hard, she could improve. Her 
immense love of reading made her gravitate towards writing, but her first love will always 
be film.

Alexandria Torres was born and raised in New York. She is currently a junior in the 
Macaulay Honors program, majoring in Creative Writing. She hopes to be an editor 
someday, although she is not sure of which genre, and hopes to have her own works 
published.
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Guidelines for all Submissions 
(Deadline: December 2013)

Obscura is currently published annually. Obscura accepts work from currently enrolled 
students (both undergraduates and graduates) and alumni of Lehman College ONLY. We 
accept poetry, short stories, short plays, essays, and other creative writing. We also accept 
photography, prints, drawing, and photographic representation of other art work, such as 
paintings or sculptures. However, we do not accept op-ed pieces, current news stories, or 
other journalistic work. 

Format for all Submissions

General:

Send a cover letter to LehmanLitMag@gmail.com in proper business letter format 
addressed to:

    Editors, Obscura
    Lehman College-CUNY
    Department of English
    250 Bedford Park Blvd. West
    Bronx, NY 10468

Must include a brief description of the work 

Cover letter must include a short biographical statement (one to two sentences) 
written in the third person about the author or artist

Cover letter must include contact information: full name, preferred email address, and 
phone number

Each submission must be attached in a separate file saved as .doc or .docx (no PDFs).

Files should be saved [Title]_[Last Name]_[Category i.e Fiction/Poetry/Art].doc(x) 

For each manuscript submitted, the title should be on the first page in the upper left 
corner (the author’s information should be on the cover letter only)  

All pages must be numbered

Should follow MLA format

Fiction:

Format: Typed; double-spaced; 1-inch margins; 12-point Times New Roman or 
Arial font

Length: maximum 5,000 words

Content: open; must be original and unpublished

Limit: 3 manuscripts per submission
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Poetry:

Format: Typed; single-spaced; 1-inch margins; 12-point Times New Roman or 
Arial font

Length: maximum 5 poems per submission

Content: open, must be original and unpublished 

Art:

All graphic material must be black and white or grayscale

Should be scanned or saved at a resolution of 300 dpi.

If artwork does not belong to you it is your responsibility to obtain permission from 
the rightful owner(s).

All work must be original and unpublished.

By submitting, you are granting Obscura permission to publish your work. All submissions 
must be original and may not be previously published. By submitting your work, you are 
agreeing to these terms and are legally responsible for any misrepresentation on your part.

LehmanLitMag@gmail.com
www.facebook.com/ObscuraLiteraryAndArtsMagazine
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