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WA L L
is a community space for creative displays.
It is a fresh canvas,
a blank surface
begging for decoration,
a vast white page
awaiting our words and images.......

MISSION STATEMENT

WALL Literary Journal is dedicated to providing an open space for creative experi-
mentation. We encourage the unfettered expression of ideas, images, and emotions 

in literary and artistic works that explore and illuminate the human experience. Aimed 
at a multicultural, cross-generational audience, the works represented in the pages of 

WALL encompass a diversity of voices and visions. This is art in the raw and in the round. 
We want our readers to laugh and cry, smile and sigh as they immerse themselves in the 

pleasures and power of art and literature.
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EDITOR’S NOTE

Each year, it is WALL’s pleasure to present a collection of works that reflect Saddle-
back’s burgeoning community of visionaries and creatives, artists and illusionists who cap-
ture the meaning of today and share their image of tomorrow. These pieces carry a sort of 
torch, serving as a sign of the times. The 2020-2021 school year has caused us to reinvent 
our lives by looking at what we are and the pieces of ourselves that we have had to leave 
behind. The year’s hardships have affected our daily routine, our sense of place, our fu-
ture plans, our trust in where we thought we were headed. This issue of WALL attempts 
to reflect this spirit of transformation. When developing the theme for our twenty-first 
edition, I became aware of the surreal essence many of our pieces contained. From Da-
daist poetry to abstract art pieces, we get an understanding of a new sort of venture: a 
metamorphosis into a world distorted by open doors and altered pathways. Written in 
1915, The Metamorphosis is one of Franz Kafka’s most famous pieces. The fictional no-
vella tells the story of salesman Gregor Samsa, who finds after he wakes up that he has 
spontaneously transfigured into a cockroach. His role as his family’s financial foundation 
drives him to continue carrying out his ordinary working life until he realizes he has grown 
accustomed to the change and unravels into total insecthood. In his transfiguration is a 
dual alchemy—both he and his world are changed at once.  The theme of this edition 
pays homage to the year we lived through as well as Kafka’s dreamlike universe. Different 
works join to form a spectrum of the definitions of change. We are reminded of our old 
dreams — those that have faded away in these long and bizarre moments, and those that 
have been reinvented by our encircling surroundings. 

Art is often considered an individual endeavor. We hear stories of the solitary Van 
Goghs and the Rimbauds, the Basquiats and the Plaths: the tradition of tragic artists caught 
in isolation. Yet the world has been united in our mutual experience of the strange, and 
my time on the WALL staff has taught me that creation is a team sport. I give thanks to 
those who submitted works. Reviewing your submissions and finding inspiration in each 
and every piece is one of the best parts of serving as part of our team. To the contributors: 
Your ideas are the seeds that have come together to form this surreal message and com-
pose Saddleback’s own Kafkaesque collage. I highly suggest that the reader experience 
the pieces in the order that they are arranged. Like a conceptual psychedelic album (I’m 
a big music fan), there is a message that is raised in the echoes and contrasts that move 
across words and art. The motifs at the bottom of pages indicate a greater concept that 
each of the pieces fit into. Certain pieces fall within the theme of change in nature, while 
others depict a sort of descent into the unknown. We at WALL hope we’ve achieved our 
goal: to form a story made of stories. 

Change in these works exists as an inner journey, a chemical conversion, a twist of 
fate, and a coming of time. An unusual catalyst that has thrown us a challenge: to either 
overcome or succumb. A double fantasy of where we find what we are and what we 
could be. We appreciate all those who have joined us in creating this sort of journey. 
Without further ado, let’s lift the curtain. Enter the changing maze! The place where light 
and dark, past and future meet again. 

Sofia Copca
Editor-in-Chief
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It has been ten years since you’ve spoken to your father, at least since he was able to 
hear you. He is not dead, but his mind is gone. You know that. He sits, catatonic, drool 
stretching from his mouth to the ground. So far from what he used to be, so far from the 
man who saved you from it all those years ago. He might as well be dead… It is a dirty 
thought. You know that he is not your biological father, but there was once a sort of love 
and admiration there.You shift your focus, re-steel your mind; there is no room for doubt. 
That is how Fear finds you. That is how Fear first sinks its meat-hooks into your gray matter 
and then consumes you. You must believe that your father will come back some day. If you 
want to survive, you must hope.

The day you met your father was no different from any other day. The city was bustling 
with industry; the new factories demanded that more workers give up their rural and agrarian 
lifestyles to move closer together, forming densely populated cities. The city in which you 
were brought up was one of the biggest and least forgiving to a small, orphaned child.

 A cloud of black smoke from the factories churned into the air, blanketing the city 
in a thick toxic miasma. It was hard to breathe there since your small lungs were weak and 
underdeveloped. As long as you’d been alive, there was smog. You were out to the markets, 
trying to peddle hand-stitched goods made from the scraps you were able to steal from the 
textile factories. It was a dangerous endeavor but necessary for survival. You were always 
careful to keep an eye out for the child snatchers who wanted to scoop you up and put you 
to work on the new machines. You knew the risk of getting caught by one of them; you’d 
seen so many children running around without hands or fingers. You liked your hands—
your fingers were long and agile, but not garishly long, and you had a mind to keep them 
exactly as they were. 

You made your way to the largest makeshift bazaar that ran along the banks of the 
river for a great distance in either direction. The vendor’s stalls were nothing more than 
fabric draped over long wooden sticks and crates stacked up to make something of a table 
to display goods. They lined a tight alleyway, mounted against the stone walls of factory 
buildings. Only recently built, they were already filthy with soot that spewed from the array 
of smokestacks lining the city. The daily spittle of rain had barely managed to penetrate the 
low cloud of smog that draped over the city and left the unpaved streets muddy and slick. 
Your feet were heavy as they suctioned to the wet earth. It was difficult to push your way 
through the crowd at the entrance to the market since you only stood about waist high to 
most adults, and most of that was on account of thick curls on the top of your head that 
stood almost straight up. Out of the corner of your eye you had spotted a pair of eyes track-
ing you from the shadows. You tried not to look; you had to keep moving forward. 

You know now that Fear takes many shapes. 
You pushed and squeezed, sometimes finding your escape route between legs and un-

der carts. The eyes followed, stuck fast to your every move. You had to get away from them; 
you had to keep moving. Your breath was short—your weak lungs couldn’t handle the 
physical exertion of running away and panic all at once. How could you be so careless? How 

Kyle McCleary
REMEMBER HOW HE SHONE
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could you let them spot you without your knowing? Your lungs hurt so much you could 
have screamed, but instead you hacked and coughed and gasped for air until your feet could 
no longer keep up with your momentum and you tumbled to the ground. No one helped 
you up. No one seemed to pay much attention except for a few cutting words admonishing 
you for things that were very much outside of your control. You couldn’t breathe. You want-
ed so badly to suck in some air—no matter if it was thick and filled with black smoke—but 
all you could do was expel what little air you had left. 

Then the eyes found themselves a voice. “ ’Ello, love.”
 It was a blood-curdling sound, smooth and snakelike. You could feel it tasting the nape 

of your neck as it worked its way into your ears, worming down deep—deeper than you 
knew was possible. Breathing and choking both ceased as you met the eyes with your own. 
They seemed to exist outside of time: they were dark, an abyss deeper than your mind could 
comprehend that sucked you in against your will until you were surrounded by nothing else. 
They were every fear you’d ever had, every ounce of doubt and worry all at once, and forever. 

Terror incarnate.
Then he came in a flash, and he shielded you from them. He was unlike anything you’d 

seen before; you could barely make out anything more than his silhouette before the dark-
ness consumed you both, but in that moment, he shined. What you remember next was a 
loud crack, a thunderclap directly overhead nearly shattering your eardrums, and then pain 
in your ears and a ringing, darkness peeling away, and him falling to the ground. The eyes 
were gone—you don’t know where—and the shining man was bleeding profusely; some-
thing had pierced his abdomen. 

“It’s all right, darling,” he had said. “Come here, come close.” You couldn’t hear him 
at first over the ringing in your head, but the accent on the words that managed to make 
their way through was like nothing you had ever heard before. It oozed like black treacle, 
sliding from one word to the next in a constant flow. He motioned you closer. You trusted 
him almost immediately. You did not know why, but he seemed almost. . . divine, like the 
guardian angels you’d heard about as you snooped around church grounds looking for bread 
scraps and picking daisies in the graveyard—of course, when the priests were not speaking 
in Latin. You did as he asked and moved in close. He smiled at you softly. Despite his pain, 
he was comforting you even though he was the one dying. You know that now. 

“Now go right ahead and press here real tight and I’ll get us out of here, okay?” he said, 
taking your hands and pushing them against the gash in his abdomen. The blood was hot and 
thick as it rushed past your fingers. You tried your best to squeeze them tighter together so 
that it couldn’t escape. You were scared. You were scared for him, but in between moments 
of horror and confusion, you remembered marveling at the way he looked: his clothing was 
foreign, dirty, and laden in all manner of metallic contraptions that your mind was not yet able 
to process. But, my, how they made him shine. He pressed a hand against your head, squishing 
your curls against your ear, and looked you directly in the eyes. He was soft then, but now you 
know that he was suppressing a wild desperation to cling to his own life for you.

“Hold on tight,” he said as he fiddled with one of the metallic bits strapped to his 
forearm. You squeezed into him with all your might, just as he asked, sure that you were 
safe with him. A flash of light burst out around both of you, only for an instant, before 
collapsing back in on itself. You were no longer where you once were, and soon enough you 
would find out that you could no longer be who you once had been.

2021  •  15

What is there to take away
when it’s over

and you’re left translucent.
Like speaking to a broken robot,

a caged animal.
But without morality,

there is no blame.
  

Without the head, we are just a body 
Like Hamlet said of good and bad,

but I didn’t see a ghost.
It wasn’t a bad dream.

And I am not bound in my nutshell.

    
You’re real.

And you deserve peace.
But I deserve justice.

In my decay,
you will not have another second:

I have given you a gift.
I could trap you like a mouse

if you weren’t unworthy of my hate.

KING OF INFINITE SPACE
Karlee Quinn

PO
ETRY
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I’d like to paint an honest picture of Ahmed or at least as honest a picture as hindsight 
will allow me. I think we all know that time tends to distort our perceptions of people; 
there’s nothing really profound in that observation. In fact, it’s quite pathetic when you 
think about what little foresight most of us possess and how easily trapped in the present 
we all remain. I didn’t know Ahmed for very long, yet we were gravely intimate. I was his 
first and he was mine. I romanticize our short time together, twisting what is ultimately 
a failure into an epic personal conquest. I can’t really help it. Memories are like art: we’re 
always trying to make things perfect, but it’s really difficult.

We talk on a narrow balcony adjacent to our small room in a cheap motel in Anaheim, 
staring at a loud busy intersection and a hunchbacked homeless lady pushing a shopping 
cart on the sidewalk. The motel is squeezed between a neon-lit liquor store and a drive-thru 
Taco Bell, within a particularly dilapidated corner of town. 

Despite having just met, Ahmed and I gravitate towards each other and spend most of 
the night leaning against rusted rail posts trading stories. We sip beers, down whiskey shots, 
and suck on limes to drown the taste. Our friends prefer to stay inside to drink and dance, 
and we prefer they stay there, too. 

“There are protests in Cairo,” he tells me, “and in other places in Egypt as well. It’s 
like what you Americans call the Arab Spring never happened, and we’re back to square 
one all over again.” 

My drunken demeanor abruptly subsides, and I have the feeling I’m raising my hand 
in history class. 

“What are the protests about?” 
“Our newly elected president. He’s corrupt, and Egypt is fed up with authoritarianism.” 
“You know this is going to sound completely insensitive, but that sounds awfully exciting.” 
“It would be if it weren’t so damn serious. I think you’ve seen too many war movies.” 
Ahmed’s passion is invigorating and his thick accent affirms what he tells me is earnest, 

accurate, and deeply meaningful. I’m reduced to that pitiless stereotype of American egoism, 
the kind that causes foreigners to assume the only country we can locate on a map is our 
own. All I seem able to do is ask more questions, framing myself as a clueless teenager from a 
peaceful democracy, with no solutions to offer an experienced immigrant from a tumultuous 
state. In spite of my ignorance, Ahmed seems appreciative of my attention. 

Thankfully, our conversation devolves from political to personal. He arrived in Amer-
ica only a year ago, learning basic English at an Alexandrian school, while his dad earned 
money at a car dealership so he could send his family to the States. In our back and forth 
I tell him I’ve always lived in California and that my life is relatively normal and uninter-
esting. He tells me I’m lucky to have grown up so rich and healthy and to have so many 
opportunities. I nod in shallow agreement with no real objection except the selfish desire to 
experience poverty or disaster for the sake of a rarefied sophistication. I’d like to have been 
to all the places he has because I still cling to that old fallacy of younger men who think 
they’ll become someone new if they could only live somewhere else. 

FI
C

TI
O

N

EGYPTIAN ECLIPSE
Francisco Benedetto
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I follow Ahmed’s speech but lose many words in a drunken, distracted abandon-
ment. My gaze darts erratically from his square jawline to his tight curly hair and rests 
nervously, fearfully, and briefly on his eyes, swirling in hazel shades against the backdrop 
of his brown complexion. He’s a marvel to look at and a contrast to the preponderantly 
pale and tall fair-haired schoolboys I used to lust after, as if they were each a David care-
fully chiseled by Michelangelo. Compared to Ahmed, those boys appear to be contrived 
replicas of an exhausted and outdated beauty. Anticipating my steadily creeping stupor, I 
suggest we go for a walk. 

We find ourselves at the liquor store to buy more beer. If we wanted, we could grab 
more from the fridge inside the motel, but we both agree that it’s too nice a night to spend 
inside and our friends have probably drunk all the beer by now. He’s older than me so he 
buys while I wait outside and smoke a cigarette. He returns with a black plastic bag with a 
case of beer and practically skips in excitement towards me. 

“Good thing I didn’t use this one,” he says, pulling a flimsy blue card from his wallet.
I chuckle. “Woah, look at little Ahmed.” 
I turn over his Egyptian ID, brushing my fingers over embossed Arabic letters and 

laughing at the scrawny kid in the black and white photo superimposed, poorly, in front of 
the Giza Pyramids and a broken-nosed Sphinx. 

“Who’s this nerd? He must’ve been real popular with all the babes in hijabs.”
“Never popular. I was too busy dreaming of American girls.”
“Oh, were you? Well, you turned out all right. I’m sure you’ll find your Scarlett Johans-

son soon enough. Though maybe that’s dreaming a bit too big.”
“Wow, thanks a lot. And what about you? What’s your type?” 
“My type? Well, American girls are much too fussy for my taste. I’ve always had a thing 

for those South American headshrinkers, you know, the kind with dead palm leaves for 
skirts who strut around topless in the Amazon. I love that, and you save a lot of time not 
having to ask them to take their shirts off.”

“Yeah right, never mind the human sacrifices.” 
“We all sacrifice something for pussy, and the only thing I need to sacrifice is my virgini-

ty.” I always say more than I’d like to when I’m drunk, and I watch a cunning smirk fill his face. 
“Oh, Frank. I see I have a lot to teach you.”
Traversing veinal wrinkles of cracked concrete, we dodge gaping potholes with wide 

strides, both clutching our last beer can and chatting loudly in a nearly empty street. We re-
turn to the motel room and the party is dead. Our friends are passed out, spread throughout 
the room like broken glass. The chair and two beds are occupied, the floor is full, and there’s 
no place for us to sleep. We tiptoe to the bathroom, turn on the light, and talk confidently 
above a careful whisper as we finish our beers. I see my long, black disheveled hair in the 
mirror and lose a bit of joy in that reflection, contemptuously reminded of the gap in attrac-
tive traits between us. My eyes are red in my narrow face and the tight skin around my lanky 
neck is shiny with grease. Ahmed walks in behind me and my self-awareness dissipates, so 
I stop staring at myself.

He sighs, “Looks like we have to buy our own room.” 
“You sure? Doesn’t the bathtub look comfortable to you?”
He rents a room downstairs and we slink into bed in only t-shirts and boxers. Not 

much is said and I assume, easily, that we are both equally drunk. When the lights go off, 
there is a period of absolute stillness and quiet. I hear only our breathing until small cau-
tious movements creak the mattress springs. Soon we are unafraid to toss and turn a bit as 
the thought of accidentally touching each other is discarded in the search for comfort. The 
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bed is small and we know contact is inevitable, whether intentional or not. 
My foot brushes the back of his thigh and it’s there that I fail to resist, sending it slowly 

down his calf and down further over his cold feet peeking out from under the sheets. I feel 
him stir. His toes wrap over mine and it’s in this slight movement that his blessing is be-
stowed. His body reassures me a protest won’t ever begin—proceed, the body says, in a voice 
tired of abortive words. 

He turns to face me in the dark, and I kiss the silhouette of his figure shaped in the 
foreground of streetlights slipping through the small cracked blinds. Our chapped lips and 
dried tobacco tongues are wetted together, and an unnerving vulnerability is painted in his 
expression, one that’s close to frightened and unequivocally ashamed. I think I must look 
the same, except perhaps more relieved that something has finally happened. Even now, 
I’m aware of certain ramifications, aware this night is different from all other nights, aware 
the morning will be different from all other mornings, aware it is July, aware I have just 
recently turned seventeen. We collide and mix together clumsily into a heated whirlpool of 
confusion descending dizzily into depths heretofore unknown.

I have to admit I amuse myself thinking about these earlier phases of my life and how 
seriously I tend to contemplate things that hindsight turns humorous. Take, for instance, 
my time with Ahmed, the nearly speechless morning after, and the slow deterioration of 
our intimacy in the weeks to follow. I used to mull over every detail, obsessing over what I 
could have done differently, then tragedizing his rejection of me all out of proportion. There 
wasn’t anything wrong with what he told me:

“I just can’t. For me, the matching is just not natural. I wouldn’t be a good partner be-
cause I feel more into girls. Maybe it’s the culture here that helps you be what you want to 
be, but I will lose the belief in myself as a created man.” 

A created man. I used to think about that a lot. I hated Islam because of him and that 
hatred spread to all religions as the word became synonymous with repression. It’s not so 
serious anymore. As I age, those experiences become more comical—each laugh jading the 
old, innocent, beautiful hatred. It reminds me of an old joke:

Why doesn’t the little girl realize that the boy holding her hand has a crush on 
her? Because the boy is an amputee with a prosthetic hand, and she doesn’t think a fake 
hand counts. 

2021  •  19

MY SUNSHINE
Briana Thallmayer
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SUN
Savannah Young

To myself,
I am the sun at sunset.
I am colorful and full of hue.

Bright sunflower tone
I streak in the sky,
Along with rich purples and pinks.
I later brush on soft dark blues,
Balancing and embracing
the calmness in the sky.

But ever, and again,
I hide behind the clouds,
Or far below the dark line of the horizon.
Illuminating light, fading away.
Yet, as the sun,
I will always rise again.
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To myself,
I am the sun at sunset.
I am colorful and full of hue.

Bright sunflower tone
I streak in the sky,
Along with rich purples and pinks.
I later brush on soft dark blues,
Balancing and embracing
the calmness in the sky.

But ever, and again,
I hide behind the clouds,
Or far below the dark line of the horizon.
Illuminating light, fading away.
Yet, as the sun,
I will always rise again.

MIXED MEDIA

ROOTS
Tara Drapiza
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Amar
Hi! My name is Amar, and I am five
years old. I have just started kindergarten,
and I am excited to make some 
new friends. But 
that is okay because I already 
have a friend, and she is 
the bestest and most kind friend
a person can ask for. Her name is 
Tree, and we will be friends forever.

Today, I went out and talked to Tree 
about my day at school. And an apple
was waiting for me there. 
It was a great day. 

Tree
Hello. My name is Tree. Well, that is what Amar 

calls me. I have known her since 
she was able to walk.

When she was a toddler, she would
come running to meet me.

Every day. 
She would hug me and tell me about her day.

Some days, she talks about coloring books
and how happy she is to be my friend. 

Other days, she talks about 
rolly pollies and about hopscotch.

Today, before Amar came back 
from school, I let her have an apple.

She loves apples, and I want to make 
her happy before she grows up

and stops coming to meet me up on my hill. 
When she came, she hugged me hello
and sat on the grass against my trunk. 

She told me all about her day.
Her world is filled with rainbows and unicorns.

She is the kindest little girl I have ever met. 

A FRIENDSHIP WITHOUT WORDS
Esmeralda Flores Cabrera
Illustration by Samantha Buck
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Amar
Guess what! Mommy let me buy 
a watering can. Tree is going to be so excited.
At school, I learned that plants and trees
need water to grow super duper tall. 
Yep, so I have to water Tree every day 
so that she can grow.

Seven years have passed…

Amar
I am eleven years old. I draw and I have great friends. 
There is Galleria, Lyla, Marcella,
Charlize, and Nina. They are so smart, 
studious, kind, and funny. 
Oh, there is also Tree.
Even though Tree cannot hear me nor
does she know she had been a
great comfort in my life,
I still love her.
When I think back, 
she has always been there for me
and has always been a part
of my life. 
She is a part of a lot of my memories. 
When I think back on the times
I was happy and laughing my brains out, 
she was there.  

Tree
Amar is the kind, outspoken girl I know.

She has all the traits that make
a good person. 

As funny and absurd and unexpected as it sounds,
she still comes and visits me. 

I have a feeling it is always going to be this way. 
It warms my leaves. 
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Spring passed, then fall, then winter, and so on...
Tree and Amar have grown.

Amar
Today is a very special day.
I am taking my kids to meet Tree.
They are still so little, but 
one of my many hopes for them 
is to have a great friend in their lives,
A great friend like the one Tree was for me.

So, with the help of my twin stroller, 
we climbed up the hill
all the way to the top and sat
beneath the cool shade that Tree’s leaves 
gave us. It was a beautiful day. 

Tree
Amar came, 

and she came with two little surprises. 
She finally had the babies, and

all three of them are in good health. 
I am so happy.

Even though she does not know it, I am so proud of her.
Now, my love has spread to all of them.
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Five years later

 

Amar
My kids and I have a nice little habit.
As the sun warms the air, we go
out and climb the hill to where Tree is.
We share a part of our day with her.
We all love her.

 

Tree
Amar, Lloyd, and Annalee are here.
The kids tell me the craziest stories.

We share laughs and smiles.
And as long

as they come, I will listen to them
  and love them.
That is my story.

 

 

The End
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BE KIND TO YOUR FLOWER
Kendall Harper

When we plant little seeds
And watch the stems grow

We pick them and clip them
Before they can show

Beautiful petals they work so hard to create
When we cover them with poison

And water them with hate
They smell bad and funny
Their leaves far too small

The color is wrong
They’re the worst of them all

So they shrivel and die
Their petals wilt and wither

And the gardener scoffs
And walks away bitter

So let the flower be
Let them grow as they please

Be kind to your flower
And care for your seeds
Shower them with love

Kindness and care
Then maybe your flower

Will always be there.
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Heavenly drops shine so divine 
Their glittering beauty melting me 
Again I find I’m hypnotized 
And caught amidst their fleeting shine 

Each time I try to memorize 
The lovely dancing crystalline 
A frozen moment in my mind 
I blink, hearing whispered goodbyes 

Yes, Winter is a love of mine 
A romance doomed by God’s design 
Yet lingering on frostbitten lips 
She leaves me with a chilling kiss 

WINTER’S KISS
Katherine Brauer
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ARIZONA BLUE
Chrissie Haneline

PHOTOGRAPH
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BULLOCK CART
Avi Sadhu

OIL ON CANVAS
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UNDER THE MAPLE TREE
Mark Van Houten

In the shadow of a great maple tree,
whose muscular boughs and green leafy fingers
strain skyward to grasp the heavens,
stood Death,
hunched over,
laboring to rake the rotting leaves
that perpetually litter the ground.

Rustling in the twilight of resignation
lay a brittle, elderly soul, who,
with brown skeletonic fingers skittering,
claws against Fate as unjust and untimely.

In Spring,
young leaves entertain intoxicating visions
of ascension,
elevated and exhilarated
by the robust boughs
of Summer.
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In the shadow of a great maple tree,
whose muscular boughs and green leafy fingers
strain skyward to grasp the heavens,
stood Death,
hunched over,
laboring to rake the rotting leaves
that perpetually litter the ground.

Rustling in the twilight of resignation
lay a brittle, elderly soul, who,
with brown skeletonic fingers skittering,
claws against Fate as unjust and untimely.

In Spring,
young leaves entertain intoxicating visions
of ascension,
elevated and exhilarated
by the robust boughs
of Summer.

By Autumn,
Wilting, wrinkled and withered,
hanging on.
In Winter,
despised by root, trunk and bough
for sucking sustenance
from the impatient buds and flowers of Spring.

Legacies swoon and fall like rotting leaves,
some perchance to nourish the roots,
like fruit, long after the planter’s days are spent.
But most to simply fill the dust bins of
the forgotten,
like a falling rock that vanishes into a pond,
but creates no ripple.
A riddle
never pondered by the young green leaves
blindly soaring skyward.
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LUCID DARLING
Cortney Boone

Waking, I cannot find my legs
 A swollen abdomen I cannot explain
  Frightened, I roll from the pillows
   And when I extend a hand
To stop the fall
 I only grasp empty bottles
  (I’ve drunk them all)
Still, I had but one concern,
 What will become of this foreign invader?
  I cannot be expected to be this child’s savior
Little love, do you yet worry,
 Why mommy’s falling into such a dark fury?
  Child, there is no beautiful way to drown
   All your nutrients have been whisky dowsed
Petite sweet, I’m not ready to rid you of your innocence.

So quiet, the early morning cries
Of birds flying higher than the sun can rise.
Mechanical eyes open to the cruel chirping
Of the alarm clock.
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COBALT NEBULA
Cerise Plummer

CERAMIC PORCELAIN
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Illustration by Alis Bakirci
CROSS NOT THE MOTHER OWL
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She mustn’t move. She must scarcely even dare to breathe.
It had been a peaceful day filled, just like many others before it, by silence and still-

ness in the nest box as she brooded her eggs. Her body was hunkered down and nearly 
flattened among the aspen shavings that the humans who built the box had been cour-
teous enough to fill it with. Beneath her were four delicate eggs, kept so warm and safe 
by their mother that even the finest hand-sewn, grandmother-grade human quilt would 
be jealous of such a fine job. There had been the occasional bits of birdsong from daytime 
neighbors and a breeze from outside the box, filling the monotonous minutes when she 
could not bring herself to sleep. 

Then she awakened again as the birdsong outside turned harsh, cacophonous, and fear-
ful—instincts screaming that trouble must be about—only to feel certain that her second 
stomach had dropped out of her as something made its presence known in the entryway.

Now, without even opening her eyes, she could tell through the sheer darkness cast 
upon her that it was not her mate perched above her in the opening of their nest box. The 
shadow was far, far too large. Her mate would scarcely dare to approach the box during the 
day, lest he reveal to sight-reliant predators that their nest was present and worth raiding. 
As she remained still, she could hear and feel the intruder’s movements: quick, energetic, 
darting, capable of rattling the entire box ever so faintly.  

She heard and felt a  hard peck to one of the walls of the box. Her brown-gray feathers 
puffed up in alarm ever so slightly, an owl version of a wince. With so much force from one 
beak alone, the bird above could only be a kind all too deadly towards nesting owls and 
unguarded eggs or chicks, curious about any cavity and interested in the contents thereof: a 
woodpecker. She would have to act carefully, so that its fatal interest would not be suddenly 
drawn away from the box and upon her. 

She slowly angled her head to face upwards, internally thanking the cryptic patterning 
and coloration of her wings, which allowed her to hide amongst the bark and branches of 
trees during the daytime. Those same patterns and colors now allowed the different parts of 
her body and their movement to be indistinguishable from where she hunkered low in the 
shadowy bottom of the nest box. Her eyes crept open, needing to see but not daring to let 
too much of their luminous yellow be seen in return. Finally, she saw the intruder.

It was equal in size to her but built for force and curiosity. For fifteen seconds or so, 
she could only stare transfixed at the gleaming instrument that was its beak. But then its 
blood-red cap and black-and-white barred wings screamed a warning at her eyes, snapping 
her out of her terrified trance. With her wits around her again, she was suddenly reminded 
of the old belief that woodpeckers were curious and clueless in equal measure; the wood-
pecker was not focused on her. It would occasionally give the inner wall of the box a peck 
as it peeked inside, but, despite her presence, the woodpecker was focused most intently on 
the gleaming bulb embedded in the ceiling.

Her mate had told her during their courtship that the bulb had been in the box since 
the very first day the box itself had been installed on the tree. He had watched the humans 
build the box in the last hour before dusk, unable to sleep from  their noise, and then took 
the setting of the sun as an opportunity to investigate it. He was always welcoming of any 

Johanna van den Ordel
CROSS NOT THE MOTHER OWL
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new hollows on his territory, for they were excellent places for roosting as a bachelor or for 
chick-rearing as a father. He had noticed the bulb the first time he peered in, but in all his 
time sleeping in the box, it had done nothing to harm him or reveal its purpose.

Perhaps it is finally showing its purpose now, she thought to herself. If this was its intend-
ed use, the humans were far more cunning and thoughtful than she could have imagined, 
even if they did bring noise and smell to wherever they went. 

She watched the woodpecker investigate the bulb, giving it a testing peck and even 
trying to snag it with the bony tip of its tongue. Until the woodpecker left or made some 
decisive move, she didn’t exactly have anything better to occupy herself with than a silent 
yet scathing running commentary on its behavior, no matter how terrified for her eggs she 
might be. It’s not some kind of grub, you worm-brain. It’s as shiny as a river stone and sounds just 
as hard against your beak as one! Why did you think your tongue hook would have any effect? Just 
lose interest and leave so I can go back to sleep already!

The woodpecker, oblivious to her mental tirade, ever curious and ever hungry, ig-
nored her and continued its attempt to eat the bulb. However, it was clearly growing 
frustrated as it leaned a bit further into the box. Then a bit further still. A sinking feeling 
swept over the mother owl… right as the idiotic woodpecker tried to leap at the bulb and 
fell fully on top of her. 

Immediately, she attacked and defended, pushing the woodpecker against the corner 
and using her tail and wings as a wall between bird and brood, lest the fight shatter the eggs. 
She bit at any target her instincts gave her, be it eye or throat or spine—she didn’t care! It was 
now a threat in her box and a threat must die or depart. Flapping and failing, it squalled, 
squealed, and screamed, deafening her with its pain and fright. She bit at any feather that 
would dare to venture too close. The woodpecker made a few attempted lunges before finally 
escaping towards the entryway, jumping to escape the grip of her beak a few times before its 
talons finally found purchase on the ledge outside the box. It sat for only a few seconds in 
the entryway, panting loudly and looking more disheveled than if it had been molting, before 
stumbling its way into flight. It clearly didn’t dare stick around any longer.

She was panting hard as well and sat in the box for a while as her fight-or-flight 
instincts received the orders to cease fire and grudgingly obeyed. It had all happened so 
quickly that at first a tiny part of her wondered if it had been a bad dream from which she 
had bolted awake. But there were far too many black-and-white barred feathers strewn 
across the aspen shavings for that to be the case. Seeing her eggs brought her back to reality, 
and she moved to stand over them, turning them with the very tip of her beak to search for 
any cracks or damage. They were intact, all four of them, and she felt all her feathers finally 
settle. They had been standing on end since the woodpecker had revealed itself. 

The sun was setting enough for her mate to start hunting soon. She let herself move 
to the entrance of the box, staring out to make sure everything was still right with the 
world after the fight. The birdsong echoing through the woods was now calm, no longer 
alarmed, as some residents fell asleep and others awoke for the night. As she watched the 

...a tiny part of her wondered if it 
had been a bad dream...
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moon grow brighter against the darkening sky, she counted the stars to ground herself 
until her mate arrived.

She looked down as she felt the gust of his wings, and his rusty red-morph plumage 
filled her vision as he landed on the branch by the entrance of the box. He had a plump vole 
held in his beak and an apology for the danger gleaming in his eyes. He had clearly seen 
it all and been unable to fly to the box to help her for fear of being mobbed by other birds. 
Though his beak was obstructed by the vole, he could still trill to her from his throat, and 
he did so as he bobbed his head to offer the meal to her. 

“A toast,” he said, “to survival.”
“To survival,” she agreed and took the vole gratefully, feeling all remaining fear melt 

from her. She did not eat it yet, stashing it in the box until her appetite returned. Right 
now, she just wanted to duet with him so that the whole world would know not to trespass.

Let the world hear us, she thought to herself as their trilling songs wove through the 
trees. Let them know that I was the one who sent that woodpecker screaming from my nest. Let 
them know we are here together and always will be. Then we shall see if they would dare cross a 
mother owl. 
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LITTLE DEVILS
Annie Park

PHOTOGRAPH
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REAR CURTAIN MAGIC
Elaine Pike
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The funny thing about small towns is that everybody knows everybody. It’s just about 
impossible to live in the same place your whole life and not be well versed in the local 
gossip: Mary Ann Wright’s new baby, Robbie Smith’s football scholarship, Mrs. Adams’ 
impending divorce (and her husband’s improprieties that led to said divorce). These sorts of 
things travel fast in a town like Foxglove. 

Maybe it’s for that exact reason that Daisy Mills decided to move into the pale blue 
house at the end of Hawthorn Lane. Not that she didn’t enjoy a good scandal as much as 
the next gal—she simply appreciated her privacy. After a long day of customers talking her 
ear off at the local plant nursery, Daisy liked to come home to a quiet house where she could 
drink sweet lime iced tea and tend to the peonies in her garden in peace. Sometimes it could 
get a little lonely in a house without any neighbors within shouting distance, but she had 
plenty of friends to phone when she needed company.

One friend in particular was especially good at keeping the loneliness at bay. Rosema-
rie Brown was the kind of person it was impossible not to like. She lived with her husband 
Briar off of Crescent Street, but Daisy didn’t see much of him. Rosie had never offered for 
Daisy to come visit her home, so Daisy never asked. She didn’t seem to like to talk about her 
home life much. It didn’t matter to Daisy, though. She’d take any time she could get with 
Rosie, so when she showed up every Tuesday at the nursery to buy flowers, Daisy happily 
stopped stocking shelves to talk.

Today was an especially exciting Tuesday. Rosemarie’s birthday was coming up, you see. 
Daisy had spent weeks trying to crochet a sweater with the limited skills Rosie had taught 
her. She wrapped it in tissue paper and set it on the counter next to a bouquet of peonies, 
Rosie’s favorite. She was so excited to give her friend the gift that she could hardly focus on 
work, so when the little bell above the door rang signaling Rosie’s arrival, Daisy immedi-
ately set down her watering can and turned to her with a smile.

“Hi, Daisy! You busy today?” Rosie called out her usual greeting.
“Never too busy to talk to you, you know that,” Daisy answered. “Besides, I have some-

thing for you.” She smiled and presented the gift and flowers from behind her back.
“Oh! You really got something for me? You shouldn’t have!” Rosie gushed, reaching 

hesitantly for the present. She was careful not to rip the tissue paper as she pulled out the 
sweater. She paused for a minute, staring indecipherably at it, her eyes wide.

Daisy bit her lip nervously before blurting, “Do you like it? I’ve been working on it 
since you tried to teach me how. I know it’s not the most well done, and I’m sure you could 
crochet something much nicer, anyw—” 

She cut herself off when Rosie grabbed one of her hands, smiling shyly at her.
“It’s perfect Daisy, I love it. I...” Rosemarie hesitated, looking away as the small smile 

fell from her face. “I’m not sure that anyone has ever been as kind to me as you are. Some-
times I feel like I don’t deserve you. Gosh, that sounds pretty pathetic when I say it out loud, 
don’t it?” Her voice trailed off, an embarrassed expression on her face.

Daisy gently pulled the sweater from her hands, setting it on the table so that she 
could grab Rosie’s other hand in her own. She stared for a moment at their intertwined 
hands—at the soil that seemed to find its way under her fingernails every time she tended 
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POCKETFUL OF POSIES
Samantha Buck
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to the plants, at the bruise on the outside of Rosie’s wrist that appeared last week. She fell, 
apparently. She did that a lot. 

“Just about everyone in this town adores you, Rosie, and as long as I’m around I prom-
ise I’ll try my hardest to make sure you feel like it. You deserve all the kindness in the 
world.” Then Daisy leaned in closer to Rosie, whispering secretively, “But I’ll be honest 
with you. It’s mostly selfish on my end. You’re my best friend. It makes me happy to see you 
happy. Besides, now I’m the one with all the good karma coming my way.” 

That was enough to make Rosie smile again. As she looked at their hands clasped to-
gether, she said softly, “You’re my best friend, too, you know.” And as she looked into Daisy’s 
eyes, she was sure they both could feel what she left unsaid. They didn’t let go of each other 
until Rosie glanced again at the sweater on the counter. “It’s a shame I was born in April. 
Pretty soon it’ll be too warm to even wear it.”

There’s a lot of routine in small towns, and since everybody knows everybody, they no-
tice when things start changing. Daisy was far from the only one to notice when Rosemarie 
Brown started wearing her new sweater despite the summer heat. She wasn’t the only one 
to notice the bruises on her arms that weren’t quite covered by her long sleeves. 

“Oh, it’s nothing. I told you I tripped. You know how clumsy I am.” 
The townspeople started talking, as they often do. “I heard Rosie and Briar Brown 

yelling all the way from my porch last night,” Mrs. Adams told Daisy one morning. “She 
didn’t come into work today.” 

“I don’t think I’ve seen her really smile in months,” Daisy overheard in a conversation 
between Mary Ann and her husband. “Someone ought to do something.”

The phrase Daisy heard around town most often, however, was this one: “It’s none of our 
business. It isn’t our place to intervene.”

Heck, maybe that was true, and maybe they truly believed that, but in a nosy little town 
like Foxglove, Daisy couldn’t help but doubt it. Rather, she reckoned, they were scared. The 
thing is, Rosie was scared, too. 

There’s a certain type of fear that paralyzes you. It grows slowly, in the pit of your 
stomach, reaching down and growing roots in the ground, reaching up to wrap around your 
throat. By the time you realize you’re afraid, you feel as though you can’t run, you can’t ask 
for help. You’re planted firmly where you are, with roots spreading ever deeper to keep you 
there. You’re trapped.

As every gardener knows, getting rid of old roots is arduous work. Some weeds have 
roots that extend ten feet down into the ground. Pulling them up is difficult. It’s tiring and 
painful and messy. It requires you to get your hands dirty. Once it’s over, though, once you’ve 
gotten rid of the weeds, something beautiful can grow. The life that was smothered before 
can finally see the sun again. And to see something so beautiful thrive? It’s worth ruining 
a pair of gardening gloves.

As every gardener knows, getting 
rid of old roots is arduous work. Some 
weeds have roots that extend  ten feet 

down into the ground.
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No, Daisy wasn’t the only one to notice how Rosemarie Brown was being treated, but 
when Rosie came to her house at the end of Hawthorn Lane in the middle of the night, 
blood staining her favorite sweater and the word “help” on the tip of her tongue, Daisy was 
the one to do something about it.

See, the thing about small towns is everybody knows everybody. It’s impossible to keep 
your business a secret for long. Everyone in Foxglove knows Daisy bought a new pair of 
gardening gloves and a shovel from the plant nursery the day after poor Rosie’s husband 
disappeared. Everyone saw Daisy and Rosie driving away from the Browns’ house on Cres-
cent Street that night, and they all agreed to claim they didn’t.

“Daisy Mills just has one of those faces, Officer. Everyone thinks they’ve seen her before.”
Everyone in Foxglove knows that Daisy Mills and Rosemarie Brown live happily to-

gether in their pale blue house at the end of Hawthorn Lane. Rosie has a penchant for 
short-sleeved blouses nowadays. Daisy makes the best sweet lime iced tea you’ll ever taste, 
and Rosie crochets blankets to keep her and her sweetheart warm all alone out there. And 
if there is a spot in Daisy’s garden that blooms especially green that year, well, everyone 
prefers peonies over briar patches anyway.

Illustration by Samantha Buck

x
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THE HAT
Illustration by David Thompson

2021  •  45

THE HAT
Kimberly Dzwonkowski
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Nothing beats a summer day at the neighborhood pool. The water sparkles in 
the sun. Butterflies and laughs take wing in the air, which smells of fresh flowers and 
barbeque. My own daughter, deeply anchored in an obsessive mermaid phase, pretends 
to be Ariel and screams in feigned terror as I, the most wretched sea witch the pool 
has ever seen, raise my greedy, awful tentacles and steal her sonorous voice. The scene 
is almost picture-perfect, so when a “mom friend” glides up to me in the pool, I am 
shocked. I am shocked because her hat is enormous, like an entire patio umbrella 
clamped to her head. I am shocked because she gently cups my elbow the way people 
do at funerals to show they have feelings. I am shocked because she leans in close to 
whisper in my ear, “I think you are so brave.”

What did I do? I did leave my back-up swim diaper in the car. I was doing 
a triumphant job keeping my daredevil mermaid alive. I did once perform the 
Heimlich maneuver on my own mother when she choked on food-court chicken 
at the mall, but how would The Hat know that? I look at The Hat, mystified, 
and ask, “I am?”

She squeezes my elbow because, yes, it is still in her hand, and nods.
“We’ve been talking about it.” She gestures to the gaggle of other “mom friends” 

sitting at a table in crisp cover-ups and equally large hats. Then she flicks her eyes right 
over me from face to figure, leaving her eyes to linger too long on figure, and squeezes 
my poor elbow one more time.

“So brave,” she winks. “So brave.”
The Hat slithers out of the pool, her own physique toned and impressive in a 

stylishly scant bikini. As she saunters and drips back to the table, The Other Hats 
raise their midday mimosas and nod to me. One raises her fist triumphantly in the air, 
excitedly yelling, “Girl power!” I hear other similar exultations.

“Inspiring!”
“You go, girl!”
“Brave!” 
Sensing my distraction, my daughter digs her toes into my midsection, which is 

still smoking from The Hat’s burning gaze.
Did The Hat just call me FAT?
Even worse, did The Other Hats just turn me into a feminist icon?
Don’t get me wrong. I would love to be a feminist icon. I would love The Other 

Hats to raise a glass to my educational pursuits, my endless loyalty to family, and 
my desire to reinvent myself professionally after motherhood transformed me. I 
would love them to recognize me as a teacher, an artist, a listener, and an honest 
and thoughtful speaker. I would love them to describe me as a bad but optimistic  
baker who takes on any culinary challenge set by my food-allergic daughter, 
demonstrating to her that love and laughter make life tastier than even the finest 
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cake. But iconic because I wore a swimsuit to the pool? Brave because I made an 
obvious and appropriate wardrobe choice?

The Hat’s “compliment” implies that only extraordinary people like 
supermodels and Olympians can look fabulous in swimsuits. I wore one despite 
being ordinary and that makes me brave and worthy of admiration even though I 
am imperfect. What The Hat doesn’t realize, however, is that I am content to stand 
in a pool looking perfectly decent in a swimsuit without paying any mind to how 
I pale in comparison to the extraordinary. I am not courageous. I am no pioneer. 
If I am standing in the pool in solidarity with anyone, it’s with those who are fine 
being completely and fantastically normal. 

Here is my problem: there is now a cultural movement where normal is seen as 
failure. Ordinary is unacceptable. The average person today spends hours every day on 
social media sites like Facebook, Instagram, and Pinterest. These sites display users’ 
heavily curated and filtered presentations of life that are all perfect. Even “everyday 
people” bake, garden, vacation, and decorate beautiful products that can be cropped, 
adjusted, and re-lit to appear as if life is an endless slideshow of extraordinary moments 
and bliss. Extraordinary and bliss, in fact, get so interwoven that we start thinking we 
have to document the perfection of our experiences in order to feel successful and 
happy. If we don’t have these extraordinary moments, we are shockingly, horrifyingly 
normal. We are failures.

But am I a failure because my allergy-free cake baked with more love than skill 
sticks to the pan more often than not? Am I a failure because I run a 15-minute 
mile as exercise and fill a size 6 skinny jean instead of the coveted zero? Am I a 
failure because I didn’t become the famous actress I dreamed of being as a kid but 
instead became a dynamic preschool teacher whose read-alouds of story books are 
award-worthy?

Extraordinary is rare, and when it happens, it should make our eyes widen, mouths 
drop, and hearts flutter because it is inspiring. Extraordinary is a spectacle. As a marvel, 
it exists separate from the ordinary, rising above, as its name implies, in a way that is 
extra. Extraordinary is love that guts you. It’s a sprint so fast you swear the runner has 
winged feet. It’s a song that stops time and makes you cry for your mama. It is not a 
shift in perspective that involves deciding to see something that is ordinary as extra 
because that’s the only way we can see it having merit. 

While there will be great variance among our “normals,” I say we take them back. 
We stop turning the ordinary into the extraordinary in order to accept it as a success. 
Average isn’t failure, and we aren’t doing it a charitable favor by seeing it as more than 
it is. Being satisfied with average doesn’t mean we don’t set goals to exceed ordinary in 
some of our cherished pursuits. But we don’t have to set the standard to extraordinary 
in those areas of life where we delightfully fill the ordinary. Trying to transform average 

We shine brightest when we truly 
dazzle. We allow the extraordinary to 

drop us to our knees.
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into extraordinary prevents us from witnessing the extraordinary when it does actually 
happen. Taking back our “normal” means we let the ordinary and extraordinary coexist. We 
leave room to be heroic when we truly are. We shine brightest when we truly dazzle. We 
allow the extraordinary to drop us to our knees.

To The Hat and The Other Hats: I am not your hero. I am an excellent average 
person who adores the extraordinary. I use it to color and pepper my ordinary everyday 
life in ways that are blissful even if they aren’t picture-perfect. Every now and then, I am 
amazing. Maybe even extraordinary. But not today, in the pool in my ruffled one-piece 
with my giggly girl. 

Today, I am normal.
 Today, I am fine.
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“What university are you going to?” I was constantly asked, which is familiar 
to all graduating seniors in high school. That glow in the eyes and the bright smile 
of the person asking you carries their excitement for your future, becoming so 
noticeable that others around you also join in to hear your response to that critical 
life-changing question.

In my case, their cheerfulness quickly turned into shock and disappointment, 
taking the form of a frown, a symbol of their scorn when I told them my answer. 
“Ohhhh, community college,” they cried. They often followed up with “But what 
university do you want to transfer to?” as if my time at community college is just 
some waiting room that is not as important as the actual appointment. People became 
obnoxious judges trying to crush me down by exclaiming, “That’s a terrible decision!” 
and taunting me for not going to a four-year university right after high school. They 
were unable to see the heavy burdens I had been carrying on my shoulders. They were 
unaware that my identity was marred by disapproving critics who did not respect the 
rights of children of immigrants to live peacefully and who viewed with disdain names 
in languages other than English. 

I was born and raised in Canada by Indian immigrants. Life took me to San 
Francisco in my first year of high school, and then to Irvine in the second semester of 
my sophomore year. While the environment was drastically different at my new school, 
the students, who I had hoped could become my new friends, hated my Indian name 
and constantly bullied me for it —just like the students did when I lived in Canada. I 
started to become self-conscious and began looking for English equivalents, namely 
Izzy, Isabel, and Irene. I became frustrated at my parents for giving me such a short 
name that enables mean kids to easily associate it with bad words, shouting their mean 
remarks in class and across the hallways every time they saw me. I had tried my best to 
ignore my name getting insulted when I was in Canada since that was what the school 
staff recommended. However, the pain of getting degraded again in the United States 
for something that is a vital part of my identity became intolerable. I decided to get 
help from my new school, confident that I would receive it since I heard that California 
is more accepting of immigrants and upholds anti-discrimination laws.

Life decided to surprise me when a counselor told me to ask my teachers not to 
say my name in front of the class as this provoked other students to make fun of me 
for it. The solution my new school’s staff gave was to prevent my name from being said 
altogether as if my name is equivalent to a swear word that must be kept taboo. It was 
very hurtful and degrading. I worried that my name—since it is not an English one—
would become an obstacle to reaching my full potential in America. My heart began 
searching for empathetic souls who would at least accept diversity, if not appreciate it. 
I didn’t realize that I would have to wait until college to find such empathetic souls. In 
fact, my high school graduation ceremony felt more like a bail hearing during which I 
got released from years of suffering. 

A PATH I AM PROUD TO TAKE 
ON MY TRANSFER TO SUCCESS
Isha Gupta
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I was scared of getting bullied and discriminated against again, so I was disinterested 
in going to college. Although my parents often told me “people become mature when 
they get to college,” I became discouraged and lacked motivation. It was a challenge to 
believe that things would get better and that my future held the promise of rewards. 
In fact, I wondered whether my education would just bring more problems for me. 
However, I decided to follow the advice of my parents and enrolled in IVC (Irvine 
Valley College) as well as Saddleback College, bringing my unique life experiences 
with me to the next phase of my life. Although I was nervous and traumatized by all 
the negative encounters during my previous years of schooling, I looked forward to 
experiencing the beauty and power of education I so often heard being praised.

The day had come for my very first class. As I looked for the classroom on a busy 
and unfamiliar campus, the new atmosphere encouraged me to hold my head up high 
and walk with confidence for a fresh start in my life. This upbeat feeling motivated 
me to take a seat in the front of the class. I was surrounded by smiling faces chatting 
happily as I felt a surge of positive energy hit my heart. Yet this positivity was not 
going to last long.

After my professor introduced himself, he started taking attendance, which 
brought back bad memories of being bullied for an Indian name. There was no time to 
ask the professor not to say my name, as the counselor in high school had advised. Plus, 
my mind thought it would create a bad first impression. So I hoped that my parents 
were right about students becoming more mature in college.

Life decided to surprise me again when it turned out that they were right. Nobody 
made me feel bad about my Indian name after the professor called it out. I sighed and 
felt so relieved—as if I had drunk water after ages without a drop. I also felt fortified 
by the knowledge I gained from Professor Bridget Hoida’s class on Ethnic Voices in 
Literature. That course taught me how immigrants adjust to American culture and 
experience the American Dream. It gave me the opportunity to reflect on my own 
personal experiences as an immigrant and share my perspectives with my classmates. 

Two years have passed since that first day of college. This is my last semester of 
community college and I’m looking forward to transferring to a four-year university 
this Fall after making it onto the Dean’s list and earning associate degrees in Social 
and Behavioral Sciences as well as Liberal Studies. With the positive impact of my 
community college journey, my heart has been filled with contentment and healing, 
especially since nobody has made me feel inferior about who I am due to my racial and 
ethnic background. The IVC and Saddleback College sister institutions enabled me to 
realize my full potential. They allowed me to take a wide variety of classes aligning with 
my interests, which gave me the opportunity to develop my passion for social justice 
and advocacy to solve societal challenges similar to the ones that have affected me. 

Going to community college is not a disgraceful taint on my resume and 
educational pathway; it is a shining star I am honored to have on my academic record. 
Thanks to IVC and Saddleback, I developed self-confidence and love for my Indian 
name. I also realized that despite facing hatred for being an immigrant, I will overcome 
such difficulties and successfully achieve my own American dreams. 



50  •  WALL

ACRYLIC ON CANVAS

COLORS IN THE SKY
Minda

2021  •  51

When I was growing up in Mission Viejo, the second safest city in America in 
1994, almost everyone around me was white. Being the only Latinos moving into 
the neighborhood at that time, my family and I were looked at as out of place, the 
unknown or the overlooked, in a city and street that bears a Spanish name. While 
grocery shopping at the nearest market, we were followed around the store; others 
made sure we weren’t stealing anything from the abundant banquet of food that stocks 
the shelves from floor to ceiling. My family moved from Carlsbad when my dad got his 
new job as a finance manager at a Honda dealership in Los Angeles, moving closer to 
his work, and my mom worked for the Orange County Child Protective Services. My 
family always paid, never stole, and were blessed to afford groceries, extra candy, and 
the occasional Blockbuster run. The city felt alive but also dead in my eyes. I didn’t see 
myself in the city; I felt like an outsider.

Then I met our new neighbors down the street. The Montoyas, another Latino 
family, with extroverted sons, a burly, jolly father, and a sweet mother who collected 
rare Wizard of Oz memorabilia.  Their two sons reminded me of my older brother and 
me. Through the Montoyas, I learned that my own culture could intertwine with the 
society and culture in front of me. It was okay to be brown even when the public around 
said it wasn’t. After getting to know the family, I couldn’t help but feel admiration and 
love for my culture, one that was tucked away by the blinding white light of society. 
They made me feel like I could express my heritage and its vivacious culture of love and 
pain. The love of being brown and finding it beautiful beneath the world around me 
saying brown is a shit color or I should go back to Mexico. I never once backed down 
or believed it to be true, but it hurt, and I was outnumbered speaking up.

Not only was I  blessed to live in a geographically serene and safe city. My parents 
worked hard so that I could attend among the best private elementary and high 
schools in America. It brings me to tears when I think of how many hours my father 
and mother put into giving me an opportunity that was beyond my comprehension at 
the time. Looking back at it, I couldn’t be happier that I was one of the few Latinos in 
my neighborhood and elementary school.

I learned that some of my neighbors liked us because we were the light-skinned 
Latinos and not the “bad ones.” At the same time, however, I got used to classmates 
screaming “Coconut!” (brown on the outside and white on the inside). I also heard 
people telling me to “go back over the border” and “this is our country.”  While going on 
my jog around Mission Viejo Lake, my favorite place in the city, high school students 
passed by in their trucks, beeping their horns and screaming, “Go back home, beaner!” 
At this point, I had to stand up. There can’t be change unless we change it for the better 
ourselves. My actions expressing my opinion correlated with the growing number of 
Latinos in the city and at school. My voice grew louder and my shell started to crack at 
the reality of it all when talking with and seeing more people like myself. 

I knew times were changing: the players on my Little League team were mixed, 
so I was no longer the only Latino on that roster.  I saw myself in others who also 
experienced the same issues but were hidden behind a veil of white society keeping 

COCONUT 
Frank Rocha
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our own cultures from being fully expressed. That doesn’t mean I don’t hear the 
occasional racial slur spat at me while going on a jog around my neighborhood or 
the Mission Viejo Lake, but once I knew I wanted to express my culture, I didn’t 
know where to start. I didn’t speak Spanish and I was light-skinned, so many Latinos 
looked at me as a coconut. 

I felt like I wasn’t invited to the party, like I had joined the people who used to 
persecute me for being Latino and become a traitor, a denier of my own culture. Being 
told by people of my own culture that I dress white or sound white was hurtful. But 
the backlash of being a certain color didn’t stop me from pursuing and embracing it.

It all came down to love. Every hurtful comment or racial jab must be presented 
with love like the Montoyas showed me: love for your brother and sister. That’s how I 
woke up from the darkness of not knowing my heritage and became proud to express 
myself in every single way, whether it was through my own culture or another.

In every way, I had to battle for my identity my whole life. I will not stop and 
accept others’ negative thoughts of me for being different. I look into the mirror and 
see my brown skin reflecting at me, shining bright for all to see, unapologetically me.

I learned that my own culture could 
intertwine with the society and culture 

in front of me.
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IN HIS ELEMENT
Sierra Sullivan

PHOTOGRAPH



MY ARMOR
Alex Roldan

My skin was armor,
Shielding me from the world, 
Everything had gone smooth,

‘Til I saw his body curled. 

A gift to us from God,
He was an Angel on earth,

Every day I wish 
He lived longer after birth.

In the brief moments,
My eyes were a dam,

Holding back my tears,
So I could be a man.
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The ICU was pure ice,
And my body felt the cold, 
When I glanced at Mother, 

She wept as I wished I would.

The time had finally come.
We leave.

The drive is quiet.
We grieve.

It was when we got home
My younger brother asked,

“Where is baby Aaron?”
The dam held strong.

My bed was my safe haven,
Inside, I don’t act fierce,

My dam had broken, waters run, 
My armor he had pierced. 
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INTO THE HAMPER
Illustration by Chelsey Bennett
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It’s like folding laundry.  
We toss everything onto the floor, some days, looking to reflect our inner state—

our internal raw thunderstorms. We wade through mounds of unkept mess, stumbling 
into the things we hoard and feel guilty over; the things we bury and fight to have 
forgotten; the things we know and yet…still cannot let go of. On the good days, I do 
my chores, my nagging tasks.  Face the mountain of grimy pungent fabrics and haul 
it to the cool cemented garage for washing.  I hang them out to dry and inspect each 
article as it sifts through my finger’s hold—is this something I wish to see again? Those 
passing the test, all primly clean, are neatly handled, folded and placed away. I think I 
once developed this idea as a mantra by an accident, like so many things we stumble 
upon in our lives.  It was really just a simple thought.

It’s like folding laundry.
In the summer heat, my father and I had parked the car and made our way across 

the upper parking lot, bound for the lower hospital entrance. I was skipping beside 
him, holding a card game I enjoyed and bobbing my head—almost level with his chest 
at this point. We walked along the light blue walls of the lobby past neatly spaced 
chairs lining the sides and potted plants occupying the corners. I simply followed 
along, trusting that my father knew the way. We entered the elevator and soon we 
found ourselves in the upper story. The room overlooked our parked car, little more 
than a well-placed stone’s throw away.  

My grandmother was reclined on a single bed to my right with my grandfather 
on a cloth-padded chair beside her. My father and I settled into similar chairs across 
from them. We all quickly picked up our silly rambling, distracting from the strange 
pricking of uneasiness I was working to cover up.  “How nice it is to see you!” “My, 
your hair looks different.” “How is your summer break currently? Going to the beach?” 
She was so tired, visibly. I thought of diverting my gaze or injecting extra energy into 
the somber room, anything to lift the heavy weight and glaze over the realness of the 
situation, the real possibility that … I opted for the latter.  

My grandmother’s spirit had always kept her joyfully chugging along, eyes alight 
and tender through the toll of the illness. I had never adopted the title “Grandma” 
with her. The length of the syllables strangely stretched long and distant to me, as 
though wedging out the space between our kindred spirits. She was Oijo to me. One 
of my cousins had come up with the name and I kept it up; it was unique and rolled 
off the tongue like a spinning top. Of my three sets of grandparents, she had been the 
most involved in my life, encouraging my itch for creative writing, inviting me to join 
computer mini games, and teaching me history while I was homeschooled. She was my 
playmate and I her favorite, albeit only, granddaughter.

Now her white crinkly gown seemed foreign from the dark and sandy browns 
she typically wore, adorned in cashmere turtlenecks and swooping floor-length skirts. 
The backs of her hands now woven tapestries of green, blue, and spindly purple veins 
braiding over taught tendons bespectacled with freckly colorations. When we played 
a card game, her skin would shift, gather, and flatten as we fiddled with the papery 
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Kiana Reid
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printed rectangles. I swung my legs on the chair I occupied, a healthy foot from the 
floor below, giggling as I focused on my next move. I leaned in to reach for another 
card among the stack set upon the bedside hospital eating table we had repurposed for 
our game. We talked about simple things throughout the game: activities we would like 
to try next or friends we hoped to see. I can no longer recall the game we had played, 
perhaps Uno, but I do remember wishing it had been a slower one.

I recall noticing her hair was shorter than I’d ever seen it. Her skin looked greener 
and a touch vacant under the vacuum of fluorescent light strips—a haunting contrast 
to the sun glow she usually radiated. I had noticed the clips and clamps on her fingers, 
like those on a clothesline, as though they were trying to dry her out on a line. As 
though, in this place, her humanness was dirty laundry to be scrubbed and wrung out. 
I had noticed how clean, how tidy, how sterile, and yet how lifeless that had left the 
place. Now, I only wish I could remember more of what we had said.

It’s like folding laundry.
Eventually, my father and I departed. We made our goodbyes and well-wishes; 

we shared our statements of love and our hopes of improvement for the next time. 
While good-hearted laughs followed our attempted jokes, the full exchange felt 
more like organizing a filing cabinet than the usual free-flowing joy we typically 
shared in family interactions. I had fully adopted the extra energy approach to the 
situation, continuing to chatter as we ventured back to the car. My father was far 
more reserved and somber as we walked.

It’s like folding laundry.
Days later, my grandmother was released to return home, and things looked better.  

I made little of the moments in the hospital. I returned to my daily choices of what 
games to try next and the discussion of where to spend the Fourth of July. I stacked 
away the time in the hospital room in my mind, closed the drawers on those exchanges, 
and trusted that it would not need greater inspection. But soon after, I learned that she 
had passed away. Cancer taking another. And I never spoke to or saw Oijo after that.

It’s like folding laundry.
The emotions that rolled over us all filled the floors, blocked the doors, and 

dampened the carpets with sticky, needy grasps. People close to me tumbled and 
crumpled on the floors in piles. Loving partners stepped in, taking the form of clothes 
hangers, illustrating the shapes of the mourning with which they had filled themselves 
days before. I found myself awash in this tidal wave of others’ grief, tumbled and wrung 
out by the saturated veracity of emotions. I cleaned up my own sorrows, folded and 
placed swiftly away, to make room for others to place their things. 

Slowly, years passed and the sunken heads were raised without faux supports. Jokes 
and stories free-flowed once more. We all sift through those old times—sometimes to 
smile, other times to feel guilty, and on other occasions to be rinsed afresh by a bout of 
sadness. I suppose I never did learn how to properly and efficiently do laundry—just to 
be prepared to say “hello” and “goodbye” when next the hamper tumbles over onto my 
lap anew. I sometimes still forget about my own little hidden chest. Funny how storage 
is for the things we wish not to lose and yet lose ourselves in whenever it tumbles back 
into our lives once more; in fact, when it does stumble in, we might once more wish it 
would be forgotten. But like all monotonous chores we continue to refuse, it must be 
gone through thoroughly once more, all over again. 
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The distant hum of idle engines joined the hushed sounds of an airport at three in the 
morning. There were no suitcases with rattling wheels that made their hasty journey from 
one end of the terminal to another, and there were no announcements made overhead. 
Warmth settled like an itchy wool blanket, countering the indiscriminate cold that tapped 
at the windows. 

The four siblings found transient shelter within their assigned gate, seated among the 
rows of empty chairs. Gum was stuck under one of the armrests. It was Quyen who found 
it when, two hours earlier, she stared at the bold yellow words appearing on the schedule 
display; she had gripped onto her seat so tightly that her fingernails dug into its rubbery 
flesh. Their flight was delayed and Quyen imagined crawling underneath the chair to join 
the gum, feeling just as misshapen and displaced.

Seated across, Thanh continued his rapid typing, his face washed in the blue glow of his 
laptop. There was a pause in his focus as he rubbed his eye. Silence expanded within those 
seconds and, before Quyen could think of anything to say, the narrow distance between 
them grew too bothersome.

Beside her, Hien tugged his sweater off, the silver stud on his earlobe catching the 
light. As he readjusted his baseball cap, his whisper pressed around the cramped stillness 
of their temporary corner. “What’s on your mind, chị?” Chị. Big sister. The single syllable 
bridged them to a childhood of microwave-heated dinners and musty thrift-store clothes.

“I’m thinking about how much I hate traveling.”
“This would be more enjoyable if we had a better reason to be here.” Hien offered 

a faint smile. There were lines around his mouth that Quyen hadn’t noticed before. She 
looked at him for a beat longer, searching for the little boy whose face would scrunch up 
in concentration whenever he arranged his toys neatly in rows. Quyen wondered if Hien 
made the same face when he was sitting in a laboratory room with his hands hovering over 
an array of blood tests. 

“How’s your little Chloe?” Hien asked.
“She’s a firecracker. She turned four last month and insisted on having a Peppa Pig 

party with birthday pancakes instead of a cake. Of course, a few days ago she screamed her 
head off for twenty minutes because she didn’t like how her apples were cut.”

“How are they supposed to be cut?”
“Well, if you manage to find out when you see her, I’d like to know, too.”
Farthest from them all, Vui occupied two chairs at once. His eyes were closed, but 

his body was too stiff to be sleeping. He was listening to the conversation, Quyen knew, 
because he was Chloe’s favorite uncle. Because his visits, though few in count and brief 
in length, were always marked by toys that delighted any toddler’s wild imagination. 
Because jumbo stuffed rhinos and scooters with shimmery handlebars were the only way 
he knew how to love.

A collective notification tone beckoned them, and they each retreated into their phones. 
Yet there was no reprieve among the string of typos and emoticons that pulled them back 
into the orbit of their familial arrangement.

“Aunt Number Two wants us to get the coins,” Quyen said. 

HERE WE WAIT
Carol Huynh
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“She wants a lot of things. Doesn’t mean it’s going to happen.” Vui sat up, rolling his 
shoulders. “What are the coins for?”

“I think we’ll need to scatter them on the ground, starting from the procession to the site.”
“That’s bullshit. And wasteful.”
“It’s tradition.”
“Why does it matter now? Mom isn’t here to see if we do it or not.” His voice, a frac-

tion too loud, swelled against the fragile space around them.
“We get it. When you die, we’ll make sure to leave out those details.” Thanh stopped 

typing. “Lucky for you, we’re not planning your funeral, so stop complaining. It isn’t help-
ing any of us.” His stare was unblinking. There was bitterness, the color of upturned soil 
harbored behind those eyes because being the sensible one was never a choice. Because 
he was the one who had felt the hot sting of their mother’s hand more times than the rest 
of them combined. Because he was her first child — the first one to rip open her body 
and lay out her flaws.

There was a sheen upon his brow as Thanh closed his laptop and rose from his chair. 
He loosened his tie. “I’m going to speak to someone about the temperature in here.”

“Sure. We’ll wait here while you find someone who’ll give a fuck about your complaining.”
“So, according to the Internet,” Hien said, “the coins are supposed to help the spir-

it pass on.” He fidgeted with his earring. The brightness of his phone screen created an 
unreadable landscape of sharp angles upon his pale face. He looked like a ghost himself. 
“Mom would appreciate that.”

Ghost.
Mother.
In Vietnamese, they are spelled the same way. What separates these two beings, Quyen 

mused in a haze of exhaustion, is the stretching of their vowels. When a mother is called 
upon, something lifts and takes flight, like a child with outstretched arms seeking to be 
consoled. Má. How many times in her life has the word tumbled from her lips? How many 
times in youthful eagerness and how many times out of blind frustration? 

With a ghost, there is only emptiness. The word falls flat across the tongue, lifeless and 
unmoored. Ma. Ma, ma, ma.

“Can you check if there’s anything else we need to do?”
Hien’s cap bobbed. The color was too wrong, too assaulting on her eyes. The color of 

persimmons, Quyen decided in suppressed desperation. There was an afternoon when she 
and her mother had stepped out into the backyard. The sun had relentlessly laid scorching 
kisses along their bare arms as the basket grew heavy in their hands. No more than an hour 
passed, and the basket disappeared. Misplaced.

“Where did you put them, Mom? Can you remember? Please try to remember, Mom.”
With trembling fingers, her mother simply smoothed down the brittle strands of her 

hair dusted premature white. Sometimes, she tugged at the ends until her scalp turned pink 
and made her own demands. 

“When can I go home? When, when?”
“Mom, you are home. This is your house.” Yet Quyen hadn’t asked her mother if she 

meant the home in Vietnam, or the home within the clamor and constant trouble of her 
grown children.

There was, indeed, something wrong with the heater. Thanh hadn’t returned. Quyen 
shifted in her seat, the chair stiff and unyielding in its synthetic black leather. Her cotton 
shirt grew damp and clung uncomfortably to her skin. 

“You were the last one to see her, Quyen,” Vui said. His knee was bouncing as he leaned 
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forward and cracked his knuckles. “Did she say anything?”
Their mother had been inconsolable, drowning in a sea of memories with no beginning 

or end. Swathed in starchy bedsheets, she had been reduced to protruding cheekbones and 
the stale scent of ammonia. There had been nothing to talk about, and Quyen sat there 
listening to her mother’s paper-thin breaths that carried a quiet lament: “Where is Vui? 
Where is my Vui?”

Vui. To be happy. In the remaining hours of her alertness, her mother had asked for 
her youngest son. Or perhaps, it was happiness that her mother still searched somewhere in 
between the abandoned land and the foreign land.

Her skin prickled, and something oily crawled and settled into the spaces of her ribs. 
Quyen decided she would not tell Vui that their mother had thought of him last. She would 
not tell him what they all knew already. 

In the end, their mother had loved Vui most. She had still loved him even when he 
buried himself in outlandish trends and boxed hair dyes. Even when he sneered at her stilt-
ed attempts at speaking English and sculpted his identity upon a new American name. It 
was that same name Quyen had searched and failed to find along the visitor sign-in sheet 
during the final months that their mother resided at the assisted living center.

“No,” Quyen finally said. Her eyes were fixed on a clock directly past Vui. “She 
didn’t say anything.”

A disembodied voice spoke, and the airport began to stir awake with arriving footsteps. 
Layers of announcements echoed dully to the hurried and distracted ears passing by. The 
end of their conversation was marked by a distant high-pitch cry that came from one end 
of the terminal. Quyen swallowed back the disappointment like a child being spoon-fed 
medicine. Too late, she wanted to sneer back at her brother. She hated that his eyes were so 
much like their mother’s. And like Chloe’s.

Quyen thought of her daughter. Of the raspy undertones of her unrestrained laughter 
and of the soft O her mouth made when she slept. Like Hien and Vui, Chloe’s first word 
was in English. She would not know of the lullabies about autumn winds and faraway 
mountains that Quyen had grown up listening to. She would not know of the transportive 
power of stories. Of being in two places at once: in Nha Trang, lungs filling with the smell 
of steamed banana leaves and fingers running through the coarse hair of a pot-bellied pig; 
and, all the while, in South Bend, Indiana, sitting at the dining table with a warm bowl of 
instant macaroni and cheese.

Chloe would not know how beautiful the word thương sounds when it is whispered in 
the night by an exhausted mother who loved her children the best way she could. Not by an 
opulence of hugs or dispensable I love you’s, but by the hours spent hunched by the lamp-
light to mend their clothes and by the strength it took not to return to a weather-beaten 
man who was undeserving of her. A woman now faded into soft memories.

Maybe it wasn’t too late after all. Maybe, one day, Quyen will tell all of this to her 
daughter. Maybe, she will teach Chloe the Vietnamese words that remained rooted in her 
own memory. Maybe, she will begin with má.



ANCESTRAL COMPASS
Adriana Rivas

The butterfly’s movement is deceiving 
It meanders, flaps and flutters
Lifting, rising, dropping, falling
Up
Down
Erratic!

But with purpose

With deep wisdom
It finds its way to the milkweed every June, without fail

How does the butterfly know where to go?
That ancestral compass that tells it
 Summer: North
 Winter: South
Where does it come from?

The only relics of knowledge
that made their way down my genealogical line are
Fight or Flight
Otherwise known as anxiety
No clear direction, no certainty, no destination
Just: Run! (Where?)
Swing, kick, scream! (Now?)
For your life!

My movements are deceiving, too 
I sit still and tranquil and quiet
I walk mechanically
Routine mechanically
I say concrete words like
“Yes” and “No”
Act and speak with conviction
But I’ve never been sure of a damn thing in my life
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STATIONARY RIDE
Sofia Copca

All the trains gone by must know where I’ve been going
The railways, held in hand, clutch light with Unknown Aims 

the crossing stand is full with All Tomorrow’s Mothers
and some old Hangman sellouts meet around the bend. 

Even school trip children have this Neolithic Youth 
newspaper stands sell habits, time, and various games.

The turnstile spins mementos  and the drain crowd still dissolves 
with T.V. colored eyes, and a face that loops like gauze

in the prime of sudden sinking.
The morning squeeze’s fresh burn warms things far too much 

A Train Clock’s been struck dumb, with lags in different places, 
the porter says the day starts, but I don’t think so, it’s too stuffed

with underwhelming pleasure; the hour’s subterranean 
and half the maps look lost.

clowns and whores - and business - find a destination
the church bells molt in steeples and Saints are well-appointed 

tracks divulge in headaches.
Fun is in the gutter.

I’m sure I’ve missed my stop in the comings and the goings 
while ordinary people make friends among themselves;

Or transit in the rain, 
they’ll get collected somewhere.
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SPIN CYCLE
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I opened my eyes to find myself blinking away harsh green light, staring down at a 
washing machine. Wait. What? I looked around. I was in the laundromat alone. The washing 
machine suddenly beeped. 

“What!?” I said out loud, staring at the incredulous thing. I looked at my watch: 
2:13 a.m. I was attempting to make heads or tails out of everything when all of a sudden 
Ding! Ding!

“Hi!” I heard the familiar cheerful voice as I looked up to see Kaito walking toward the 
machine next to mine. 

“Oh, thank goodness!” I quickly hugged him. “What happened?”
“I’m sorry,” he said, awkwardly unraveling from my hug and stepping back.  “Have 

we met?” 

It was almost 2 a.m. Sunday morning; I was sitting in my car with three unwashed 
loads stuffed in my backseat. The giant sunbaked teal sign glowing above me read Suds-N-
Stuff, although the two f ’s no longer lit up, so it technically read Suds-N-Stu. I flipped down 
the visor and slid open the little mirror, giving myself a once-over. My blue eyes fluttered 
back at me, still my best feature despite looking a bit tired. My bright red lipstick had faded 
to a dull pink, but my light blond hair was still neatly tucked in a high ponytail. I dreaded 
going in. I hate laundry. Okay, time to do this, I thought. I smeared on a tiny lipstick refresh-
er, took off my little black apron, gathered up my loads, and walked inside.

The door made a jarring Ding! Ding! when I entered, and the fluorescent lighting made 
everything in the place glow lackluster green. The giant beige machines were all quiet. I was 
happy to see there were no other customers, and at least the air smelled pleasant, like clean 
cotton and dryer sheets. I took my pick of three washing machines near the back and dug 
the night’s tips out of my purse. Fortunately, I had a lot of cheap customers who tipped 
mostly in change. I looked around. The sticky vinyl flooring matched the faded color of the 
glowing sign outside. I had never even really noticed this laundromat despite living only a 
few blocks away. I supposed there was never a necessity to notice it until now. Two weeks 
ago, the small stacked washer/dryer unit in my apartment quit working and my good-for-
nothing landlord was taking his sweet time getting it fixed. I needed clean aprons, but I 
hated the idea of a laundromat. Something about sitting around washing my undergar-
ments with a bunch of random strangers felt highly unappealing. Deciding to come in 
after my Saturday night shift was a stroke of genius. I could wash in peace. I started up the 
machines and checked my watch: 2:13. 

Ding! Ding! I looked up, startled, as a tall, classically handsome Asian man entered. 
He was wearing an argyle sweater vest over a crisp white shirt, with creased black pants, 
and a smart-looking pair of wingtips. He looked to be about my age, somewhere in his 
late twenties.

“Hi!” he said cheerfully, bringing his load to a washer near mine and adding cheekily, 
“Come here often?”

“Ha, no,” I stammered. 

2:13
Kelly Daub
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“Just joking,” he said smiling, a genuine and sweet smile that caused my cheeks to flush. 
“I’m Kaito. Nice to meet you.”

“Kimmie,” I replied.
“But seriously, I’ve never met anyone in here this late.”
“Actually, it’s my first time. I’m a bartender over at the Bark and Bite, so I work late.”
“A Suds-N-Stu virgin?” he said, grinning wide now, flashing his perfect white teeth. 

“Oh, you are in for a ride, but first, we need a drink!” He held out a hand and waited for me 
to take it.

“Wait, we’re leaving?” I asked. “What about our laundry?”
“No one will bother it, especially at this hour. Just set an alarm on your phone.” He 

checked the machines once more. “For 4:15 a.m. We’ll come back right when it’s time to 
switch to the dryers.” Something about his voice felt safe and his brown eyes sparkled with 
a reassurance that made it hard for me to take my eyes off him.

“Okay,” I said tentatively. There was something thrilling about the idea of taking off on 
an adventure with a man I’d never met before. It was certainly more appealing than sitting 
around waiting for the loads to be finished. I set the alarm on my phone and looked up to 
see him patiently smiling with his hand once again outstretched, waiting for me to take it. I 
grabbed my purse, hesitantly looked back at the machines again, and then took his hand. It 
was warm and soft and sent a rush of electricity through my body. We stepped out into the 
relatively warm Southern California night. As we exited the laundromat to the left, there 
was a small 24-hour liquor store, aptly named 24-Hour Liquor Store. Kaito held the door 
open as I walked inside.

“Milady,” he said with a little bow that made his dark black hair flop into his face. De-
spite myself, I giggled. He was a bit of a dork; I’d always had a thing for dorks.  “Are you, 
perchance, a sake fan?”

“I’ve been known to dabble, but are you really suggesting we are going to find a decent 
sake in this questionable establishment?” 

“Who said anything about decent?” he said with a laugh. He led me to a very small sec-
tion at the back of the store where we found one bottled variety of sake with a label I’d never 
seen before and a few little peel-top cups, reminiscent of juice I’d been served on a plane 
once as a kid. He grabbed the four sake cups on the shelf. As we approached the register, he 
also grabbed a bag of Doritos and what appeared to be a package of glow sticks. When we 
got back outside, Kaito took my hand and, once again, I felt that spark. Just a block away, 
we found a small park and sat down on a bench near a little pond. Along with the bag of 
Doritos, we shared stories from our childhood. I told him about working double shifts at my 
bartending gig to pay for online business classes. He told me about working as a translation 
liaison for his father’s company, which manufactured car parts in Japan, while holding secret 
father-crushing dreams of being an artist. Much to my delight, he tied the glow sticks to 
the branches of the tree above our bench, creating a little glowing cocoon for us to sit under. 
We joked and laughed, daring each other to do ridiculously silly feats, like trying to capture 
one of the pond’s many turtles. When my alarm went off, it sent a pang of sadness through 
me. I looked up and saw that he, too, looked pained by the sound. 

“Time to head back,” he said with a small sad smile, bowing slightly and offering me 
his hand, which I took without hesitation. I found myself wishing the laundromat was fur-
ther away so we could walk hand in hand for longer. But alas, within a few minutes, there 
was the green glow, shining its clinical light, slowly killing the mood. At the Ding! Ding! of 
the door, he let go of my hand and headed to his machine, and I to mine. As I turned from 
throwing my wet clothes into the dryer, he was there, standing close, staring down into my 
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eyes. His deep brown eyes burning into mine. I gasped a little in anticipation. He leaned in 
slowly and kissed me. It began soft and polite but grew hungry and deep. His hands round-
ed my waist, pulling me in tighter. He wore a cologne that smelled of tobacco, chocolate, 
and rain. I sighed and stared up into the harsh light. When I noticed the backdoor exit to 
my side, I opened it, wanting to get out of the horrid fluorescent lighting and back into the 
night air. I stepped through and tried to beckon him to come with me, but he hesitated just 
long enough for the door to close. 

I was watching his face slowly fade from view when suddenly everything went 
dark. I opened my eyes to find myself blinking away the green light, staring down at a 
washing machine. 

I looked down at the glow of my watch: 2:13 am. Looking around, I slowly began pro-
cessing. My three loads of laundry were all back in the washers.

Ding! Ding! 
Kaito’s familiar cheerful “Hi!” came next, and then my anger and dismay at his ques-

tion, “Have we met?” Looking in his eyes, I could sense no recognition. Had it all been some 
kind of weird dream?  “Are you okay?” he said with concern.

“I’m uh, fine, yes, sorry. Look, want to get out of here? We can set our watches and 
come back in time to switch the loads.” 

He looked hesitant for a moment but nodded. “Sure, why not,” he said with a grin. “I 
know a great spot for a little 2 a.m. sake.” 

I was so excited at the thought of spending another magical evening with him and 
gaining back what we had in my dream, or whatever that was. I set my alarm and quickly 
slammed the washing machine lid shut, ready to go. The lid crashed down hard on Kaito’s 
hand, injuring a finger. I offered to drive him to the hospital since he only had his bike. We 
drove in complete silence with the exception of the slight wince to his breath. I couldn’t 
believe how terribly wrong this was all going. 

When we arrived, I insisted on staying with him. I attempted, despite the crazy 
circumstances, to get our conversation back to the level of intimacy we had shared at the 
pond. We made some progress, but it wasn’t nearly as personal or deep. His right ring 
finger had a hairline fracture. They were about to fit it for a splint when my alarm went 
off.  I stared at him a moment, wishing I had some excuse to just stay with him, but, in 
the end, I knew I needed to get back. As I drove to the laundromat, I pondered what that 
had all been for. While moving the wet clothes to the dryers, I noticed the back door to 
the laundromat was slightly ajar. I cautiously approached it. I opened it wider and tried 
to look outside when I accidentally tripped over the threshold and fell out into the alley. 
Everything went dark. Ding! Ding!

I was staring down at the machine again, my watch mocking me with its 2:13 a.m. The 

And then, I would have to start it 
all over again. My desperation was 

growing, taking root as a  
darkness inside me.
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cheerful “Hi!” brought me out of my daze. “Come here often?” What on earth? Is this really 
happening again? I felt determined to let things play out as they had the first night. 

If I could have lived in the excitement of the first night, I might have never reached the 
point that I did in the end. But it never seemed to go exactly the same. Kaito was always 
kind, always goofy, and always so damn hot, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that each time 
took me a little further away from my original Kaito, and he was all I wanted. I did it over 
and over again. Circling around and around. Occasionally I would manage to manipulate 
another magical evening with him, until just after my washers began beeping at the end 
of their cycles, and it once again brought me to 2:13. And there I would be, staring down 
at the ugly machine; the position of the two buttons and the edge of the lid gave it the 
appearance of a creepy, smiling Muppets character. It was tugging at my sanity. And then, I 
would have to start it all over again. My desperation was growing, taking root as a darkness 
inside me. 

At what had to be about the 32nd incarnation, in complete and utter broken-down 
desperation, I tried to tell Kaito what was happening. At this point, I knew so much about 
his life he either had to believe me or think I was a crazy stalker. It may have been a little 
of both, but he heard me out.

I don’t believe I truly had him convinced, but he said in a kind, soft voice, “I’m sorry. I 
don’t understand what’s happening, but I would take it from you if I could.”  And somehow, 
although I hesitated, I needed to believe him. He grabbed my hand, squeezed it, and lightly 
kissed my forehead. His voice was soothing, but I also felt it stirring the undercurrent of 
madness deep within me. As strong as this pull to Kaito was, I wanted out. I wanted to find 
a way back to my Kaito. I needed to be done. I needed to somehow get back to reality. Back 
to my mundane life, Zooming business classes in the morning, watching my cat, River, get 
distracted by her own fluffy tail, chatting with patrons at the Bark and Bite about whatever 
sports team was on the big screens. I didn’t want to lose him, but I had convinced myself 
that if I could get out, I could find a way to be with my Kaito once again.

The washers began beeping. I stood and moved my clothes, knowing the reset was 
drawing near once again. Suddenly, a thought popped into my head, an incredibly desper-
ate and horrible thought. I turned and caught him off guard with a kiss. He was surprised 
and, even if he hadn’t quite believed me, he must have felt the same pull of attraction that 
I did because he reached around my waist, pulling my body close to his. I felt the tears 
welling in my eyes. As the kiss began to grow more passionate, more wanting, I turned 
him slowly. I knew we were approaching the door. I could feel it pulling at me, longing 
for me to come through it.  He had said he would take it from me if could.  When we 
were directly in front of it, I reached out behind him, gently pushing it open. He said he 
would take it from me if he could, right? He glanced at the open door and stepped through, 
holding out his hand, expecting me to follow. As the door began to close between us, his 
eyes went a little wide as the slightest moment of recognition seemed to wash over his 
perplexed expression.

I immediately reached out to try to pull him back, but it was too late. The door hinged 
shut. I swung it back open and ran into the back alley, the tears now streaming down my 
face. I was alone. I had sent someone else in. And not just anyone—Kaito, my Kaito. I felt 
bile rising up in the back of my throat. I looked down at my watch: 4:34 a.m. I caught my 
breath and slowly forced myself to walk around to the front door. I caught sight of Kaito’s 
bike, locked to the railing on the side of the building, as I approached the door. I went 
inside and put my clothes into bags. I put Kaito’s clothes in a bag, too, placed them in the 
basket of his bike, and left a note.
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Kaito,
I am so sorry. You said you would take it from me if you could and you kept your word. But 

I knew what I was doing. I have no excuse except that I was desperate to get out. I hope you can 
forgive me. Somehow, I believed this was the only way to get back to you, the real you. Now I have 
no idea, but if you get out, and God, I pray you do, please find me.

Always Yours,
Kimmie

I walked back into my apartment just as the sun was rising. I threw my clothes on the 
couch, and there tucked at the edge of the bag, was a note. When I picked it up, my hand 
began shaking, heart pounding.

My Dearest Kimmie,
I hope you can forgive me. My desperation—

And then, darkness…
2:13.
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He awoke to darkness—not absolute, but the quiet darkness just before the first 
touch of dawn. The memory was still vivid in his mind: snow drifting lazily, the flakes 
caught in the harsh glow of the sun. Their shimmering brought no comfort, only cold. 
The echo of nightmares dissipated as he became aware of the thick, suffocating silence. 
Although it had been his constant companion—meeting him in the morning, accompa-
nying him throughout the day, and encompassing him in the night—he had not grown 
accustomed to the silence. He felt its invisible weight heavy on his chest. The absoluteness 
of silence made him uneasy. 

Sonja. His arm instinctively reached for her, but he found himself groping air instead. 
He sat up in his bed, blinking away the darkness. “Sonja?” he called out. 

“I’m here.” She stood in the doorway, smiling, that gentle, beaming smile he had fallen 
in love with so many years ago. 

“You shouldn’t be up and about. You should be resting, it isn’t good for you.”
“I’ll be fine,” she reassured him as he eased off the bed with great effort. “It’s one 

of the good days.”
His first attempt at standing was met with recently increasing fits of dizziness and 

nausea, which he shrugged off without the slightest concern, determined to keep their plans 
for the day. As he aged, he found that he possessed all the fortitude of a limp noodle. The 
gray of his hair became frost and the lines in his face grew deeper. He found himself at war 
with Time, who always seemed to win in the end. Yet even as his body failed and crumbled 
before his eyes, Sonja stood in the dimness of the room, seemingly untouched by age—just 
as young and beautiful as he remembered her all those years ago, and she laughed each time 
he told her so. “My dearest,” he crooned, kissing the tip of her nose as he made his way to 
the kitchen, just as he’d always done. Just as he always will.

As they sipped their morning coffee, Sonja took his hand. “I have a surprise for you 
today.” A stubborn hmph was all he could muster in reply. 

Now Walter Cribbins was a man of eighty-two. He thrived in routine and tradition, 
and was unreasonably obstinate, a particular fault that worsened with age. He had the 
same cup of coffee every morning, in the same mug, at the same time—just before sunrise. 
He took his daily walk through the park with Sonja and their bulldog Fenway, and on 
Saturdays they would take the boat out for a day on the sea. So what he hated most of all 
was surprises. He couldn’t understand why their perfectly good plans should change, but 
then again Sonja always was the spontaneous one. She was constantly surprising him with 
picnics, or trips to art galleries and bookstores. He would reluctantly agree but not without 
a fair amount of grumbling and useless protests. Just as he would ultimately agree to this 
undesirable deviation from their usual Sunday. 

They finished their coffee and he was dressed in minutes, sporting his favorite Sunday 
brown tweed jacket and the scarf Sonja knitted for him before she got sick. He had always 
thought the green scarf with plaid stripes of yellow, blue, and red was ugly, yet it lay across 
his neck in hideous, misshapen glory. The truth was he had grown to love it. 

As they prepared to leave, he grabbed the red leash strung up on the coat rack and 
jiggled it; immediately the idle blob of Fenway, previously resting in undisturbed slumber, 

THE SUBSTANCE OF A MOMENT
Trinity Scott
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plodded from his corner in willful obedience. Walter took Sonja’s arm in his, and they were 
off for their morning walk. Everything as it should be. 

The sun was just peeking above the horizon, igniting the sky soft shades of yellow 
and pink. Leaves skittered along the sidewalk, swept up in a mesmerizing dance with the 
cool autumn breeze. Change mocked him with every last breath of the trees, whose leaves, 
once green and full of life, bloomed in shades of orange and brown before withering away, 
only to be swept away in the wind. Many times he felt like those trees: helpless to change, 
transforming and becoming something else with every shift in the season, never to be the 
same again. His greatest enemy. Change was, perhaps, the curse of all those gifted with life: 
from an ordinary man like Walter Cribbins to the withering trees of Maple Grove Park. So 
much had changed, and yet when he saw her, it was as if nothing had changed at all. She 
was still his Sonja. The Sonja that danced barefoot in the kitchen, with her unruly mass of 
auburn curls kindled by the sunlight, swaying to the music in her yellow spotted sundress. 
Though she is different now, he thought to himself as he watched her. The illness was taking 
its toll. She was thinner, the skin of her face was sunken in and her olive complexion had 
faded to muted ash, like snow. Snow. The images—flickering fluorescent lights, torrents 
of cascading plastic tubes, the silence of snowfall, and the neatly made hospital bed—tore 
through his mind. He pushed down the nightmares. Memories? He shook his head curtly. 
No. Nightmares. Sonja’s slender hand embraced his, giving a small squeeze of reassurance, as 
if she understood the turmoil of his thoughts. 

They walked slowly, for Sonja could not exert herself as before, but soon enough they 
reached their spot in the park. The final destination of their morning walks. The spot he 
first saw Sonja. She was younger then, as was he. She had just turned twenty-three and 
was studying art history. She wanted to become a teacher. He spotted her across the pond, 
hunched over, flipping through the thickest books he’d ever seen in his life. He must have 
walked around the pond five times before he worked up the courage to talk to her, but 
even then he couldn’t find anything to say. Their first moments together consisted of him 
stumbling over himself. What she saw beyond his excruciating awkwardness and excessive 
stammering he’ll never know. But she did look beyond and saw something of worth, and for 
that he would love her forever.

As they settled on their bench, amidst the leaves of red and gold, with the scent of 
honeysuckle to fill their lungs, Fenway nestled into the warmth of the grass, letting sleep 
gently whisk him away. 

“This was always my favorite place in the world,” she sighed, “so many beautiful mem-
ories. We were very happy, weren’t we?” 

“Yes, my dear. We were...very happy.” 
“Sometimes things fall apart and people fall away, and there’s nothing you can do to 

change it. Maybe in another life, perhaps things would have been different. But fate is cruel 
and we are slaves to fate.” 

“Yes,” he said curtly while nodding. He added, quickly changing the topic, “What is the 
surprise you had for today?” 

“Not yet,” she whispered in reply to his question. “Just a little bit longer.” 
Walter Cribbins was a man of eighty-two. He had become proficient in the art of 

avoidance, in prolonging the inevitable, a skill he had mastered in recent years. He avoided 
visiting the doctor, as if not going would make his problems disappear. He avoided the pain 
of memories, the pain of truth, choosing to willingly forget rather than relive. In truth, he 
preferred to forget the chill of ice in January and the shadows that haunted his dreams. But 
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memories have a sneaky way of clawing their way into the light, no matter how hard one 
tries to push them down. And that was perhaps Walter Cribbins’ greatest fear: the pain of 
memories he’d rather forget. 

After their walk Sonja took a turn for the worse, but she insisted on continuing their 
day, which was met with ardent protests from Walter. She countered, claiming she only 
needed rest and promising to join him later for her surprise. So he and Fenway continued 
their day for Sonja’s sake. They followed the set routine of any normal Sunday afternoon: 
having lunch at the cafe across town and browsing the local street market for things they 
didn’t need but Sonja would insist on buying. Here they would usually spend a majority of 
their day, shuffling through the endless maze of vendors, stopping every couple of feet to 
admire the plenteous art stalls. Sonja had always loved the street market. He remembered 
those days, after they had married, searching through dozens of market stalls shopping 
for furniture or artwork to fill their home. Sonja dragging him by the arm, her face lit up 
with a smile of perfect contentment. He had never seen her more happy. If it had been him 
alone, he would have left empty handed, but she always insisted on one more picture, one 
more thing that would add to the great clutter that was their home. They ended up with so 
much stuff that they had to strap some of it onto the roof of their car. But whatever their 
differences, they had always been happy together. Even when the future they dreamt and 
planned for crumbled before their eyes. What would have torn many couples apart only 
strengthened their bond. Sterility didn’t lessen their love for each other, blame was never 
cast, and he never regretted. They had loved each other in spite of their shortcomings. 

Mr. Cribbins and Fenway soon reached the summit of the market, which was marked 
by Miss Kitts’ flower stall, where he would always buy Sonja a single sunflower. They were 
met with warm greetings from Miss Kitts as they rounded her stall. 

“Hello, Mr. Cribbins. Fenway.” She regarded them with great affection. “The usual?” 
“Yes. Thank you, Miss Kitts.” 
“How are you today, Mr. Cribbins?” 
“Very well. Just the usual Sunday. Sonja was feeling a little under the weather or else 

she would have joined us. You know your stall was always her favorite.” 
“Of course,” Miss Kitts said with a sympathetic smile “Will you give her my love?”
“Always.” 
After Walter paid for the sunflower, he and Fenway made their way home. Sonja was 

waiting for them, with hollow eyes and trembling hands. “It’s time. Are you ready to go?” 
He nodded in acceptance. 
They did not have to drive far before they reached the surprise that had been veiled 

behind such secrecy. As they passed through the towering black metal gate, he couldn’t un-
derstand what they were doing there, but he had the sense he had been there before. They 
stopped the car under the shade of a great oak tree, where she took his hand in hers. “This 
next part you must do alone.” 

He made his way through the field of angels, epitaphs, and flowers dried by the sun, 

He avoided the pain of memories, the 
pain of truth, choosing willingly to for-

get rather than relive.
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unsure of his purpose there yet following an invisible path. A path he’d seen in a dream. The 
memories laid the path that led to a tended slab of marble. He kneeled to trace the letters 
with his finger. S-O-N-J-A. He repeated each one over and over again. 

He succumbed. In a moment the hidden memories he had worked so long to lock away 
violently burst out of their dark pit, slowly overwhelming him. With every breath, a piece of 
his world shattered; with every moment, hot tears threatened to overcome him. 

“It’s time to let go.” Her words echoed within him, their weight so unbearably heavy. 
“Please,” he pleaded, his voice scarcely a whisper. “I don’t think I can.”

“I’m not leaving, not really. You’ll always have me. You’ll always have those memories. You 
don’t have to forget the moments we shared, but it’s time to let me go.”

It was then that he saw the substance of a moment and the simple moments that 
sculpted his life—a park bench, sunflowers, the unused cradle, snow, an empty hospital bed. It 
was then that he witnessed the culmination of his life, defined by moments. He was defined 
by those little moments of courage, of sorrow, of perseverance, of overcoming, and of letting 
go. And it was then that he surrendered to the silence he had fought so hard to escape, let-
ting it wash over him. So it was there where he laid the weight of her memory: deep inside 
the earth, in the grass warmed by the sun. 

Walter Cribbins was a man of eighty-two. He had felt love and held onto it with ev-
erything in his being. He had known the light and the warmth of the sun. He was a man, 
broken by life, longing to forget but cursed to remember. He fell, even as the leaves in au-
tumn fall. Yet there is hidden beauty in falling, in brokenness, in silence, even in sorrow. Just 
as the trees are made helpless to change, so was he. And perhaps what makes life beautiful 
is that it ends.



76  •  WALL

The February 5, 1968, entry in my Peace Corps journal is a warm memory of a 
frozen day. Winter was harsh in South Korea, and even this Chicago-bred volunteer 
felt the bone-chilling temperatures. When snow fell in Chuncheon in the province 
of Gangwon-do, it mostly stayed where nature put it. Every day I walked a mile to 
the boys’ middle school where I taught English in a large drafty room with broken 
windows and a lone pot-bellied stove. Snow swirled its way into my classroom, dusting 
old wooden desks with soft layers of white. Students shivered in tattered uniforms that 
had barely enough buttons to keep them closed. Their shoes were not allowed inside 
the school, and many of the boys could not afford socks.

I lived with a Korean family who spoke no English, and our house was a modest 
one-level, L-shaped structure with an outhouse. An old push pump in the dusty 
courtyard provided water for cooking and washing. In winter, it was often necessary to 
chip ice from the metal bucket that collected water. Bathing lost urgency. I dreamed of 
hot showers, bubble baths, and soft towels, while my laundry froze in stiff, weird shapes 
on the sagging clothesline.

The only place for me to be really warm was sleeping fully dressed under my 
heavy quilt on the floor of my little bedroom. A large charcoal brick dispersed heat 
from underneath the thick layers of paper floor. I sat, slept, ate, and did schoolwork 
on the warm floor, finding the best spot as heat cooled from the center. Rats scurried 
overhead, often gnawing their way through the paper ceiling to poke pointed noses at 
the new resident.

I do not remember when I first heard about the public bath, but I decided to defy 
winter for an afternoon and venture into an unknown world on my salary of $75 a 
month. The small building that housed the bath was not far from our house. Men and 
women had separate entrances to separate baths, and inside the women’s was a dimly lit 
room, with a huge concrete tub in the center. The air was heavy with humidity. 

Women sat or crouched on the slippery wet floor, soaping, rinsing, and then 
scraping themselves with small, twisted towels. They often were in pairs, chatting and 
laughing quietly, sharing the routine of cleaning each other’s backs. Soap was rinsed off 
outside the tub with a bucket, and a woman flashed me a cautious look as she stood up 
and climbed into the steaming tub. 

An American woman was a curiosity on the streets of Chuncheon in 1968 and 
certainly a surprise in the local bath house. I found a place in the corner of the room 

A WARM MEMORY
Ann Hymes
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I could have stayed in that tub until 
summer. Long winter weeks frozen in 

memory melted away...
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and tried to figure out the routine without staring. Soap, rinse, soak, scrape, rinse. A 
pregnant woman squatted awkwardly, her balance forward, as if ready to play leapfrog. 
She washed gently. An elderly woman huddled over a bucket and soaped her leathery 
arms with slow, deliberate strokes. This place was not a spa, a frivolous indulgence—
getting clean was a serious business. Just beginning the process felt wonderful, like 
being rescued from oppressive winter days that froze rice paddies and spirits. Eyes 
followed me toward the steamy center of the room. After carefully rinsing off the last 
soapy lather, I stepped into the shallow pool of surprisingly hot water.

“My mind and body were both half floating,” I had written in my journal. “The 
only thought in my head was the glorious sensation of being warm….”

Two young women who were busy soaping each other stopped to giggle behind 
their hands as I smiled at them, stretched out my limbs, and submerged myself up to 
my neck. My efforts to adjust to the lifestyle and customs of the people I lived among 
seemed often to startle and amuse them.

I could have stayed in that tub until summer. Long winter weeks frozen in memory 
melted away in the hot, steaming water. The thought of standing in front of sixty 
boys nearly numb with cold, clapping and doing jumping jacks as we recited English 
lessons, was someone else’s life. I was far away.

The best part of the public bath turned out to be the private rooms. For a few 
additional won, I could have an individual bathing room and secretly wash small 
items of laundry in warm water. If there was a time limit, no one ever mentioned it 
to the respected foreign teacher who arrived every week. I was always welcomed with 
enthusiasm and courteous bowing.

A good scrub and soak in damp, sweltering heat provided a brief respite from cold, 
a thaw of frozen energy. I emerged ready to face again the unrelenting winter with my 
eager students. Spring would come.
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CHIMERA
Andrea Vasquez
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NEW BEGINNING
Digital Art by Phaathid Kenekeo
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The struggle starts in the kitchen. I don’t know what they’re arguing about; I’m 
in bed trying to go to sleep. I hide beneath my bed sheet and become familiar with 
its stitching. I wonder how difficult it would be to do it myself. 

I’m seven years old. We live in an apartment that can barely fit the three of us. 
The transition from Honduras to here has been rough emotionally. Being separated 
from friends and family by an endless walk would be hard on anybody. I question 
why my father would make it any harder. 

The air gets hot, and my oxygen is running out. Coming out for air would be a 
short respite from this form of self-torture, but above the surface of my blanket fort, 
an act of unkindness is being committed. And I am not ready to face it. 

My father’s hands are wrapped around her throat. She’s screaming unintelligibly. 
Desperation wins out. I come out for air. As I look towards my mother, I think to 
myself, “She doesn’t deserve this.” 

I’m fourteen. My mom’s married a new man and he’s on her. She can’t breathe. 
It seems the men in her life learned to negotiate through asphyxiation. The tactic 
seems to work. Peeking out my bedroom door, I wish I could lend her my oxygen, 
but his hands are too tight around her throat. I will the moment to change, but it 
stays the same.

Shutting the door, I return to my bed and grab a book, reading one word and 
then another. 

I don’t like this book.
There’s a yell from outside the door.
This book is the best I’ve ever read.
I set the book down. It’s 4 a.m. and I can’t stop thinking about the existence of 

God. I can’t stop thinking about how I will be punished for being the person that I 
am. How I am being punished for being a nonbeliever. A heathen.

I’m nineteen years old. The door clicks into place for the fifth time. I get into my 
car turning the key in the ignition, and it hits again.

Did I close the door?
I can’t remember. I did, didn’t I? The motion of closing the door plays in my 

mind. I remember closing the door. I didn’t, did I?

THE DOOR
Jorge Nuila
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It doesn’t look like a door that leads 
anywhere but out. Within its confines 

I might  be able to find something 
different. A version of me that  

has never existed.
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The door clicks into place for the sixth time. It hits again. 
I find myself in a waiting room. The hum of the AC is steady and my hands are 

shaking. I’ve got my Kindle in hand. The Dictator’s Handbook is the last book I’ve read.
The appointment was set for 3:15. It’s 3 and the wait is getting to me. I’ve 

done this before and I would do it again. You just never know how these first-time 
meetings will go. Will she be the right fit? Or will I have to keep calling around for 
different therapists? 

She walks out and welcomes me. The room is small, intimate. The sofa in the 
middle is across from a desk. Setting my bag down, I prepare for the first question. 
I’ve already left a message with the general gist about me. The introduction plays out, 
mostly as I had imagined it.

I’m still waiting for a question that I can’t answer. The question with an answer 
that always seems to elude me.

“Tell me a little about yourself. Why did you decide to come in?”
I tell her my story, and then she says to me, “It seems like you’ve been through a lot.”
I think she’s right. I’ve just never been able to believe it. We schedule the next 

appointment. For the moment, I feel like I’ve made the right choice. I turn sideways 
to look for the door. It looks different. It doesn’t look like a door that hides violence. 
It doesn’t look like a door that leads anywhere but out. Within its confines I might 
be able to find something different. A version of me that has never existed. That’s the 
promise of the door, and that is the promise I feel as I close it. 
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ACRYLIC ON CANVAS

COLOR INVERSION THERAPY
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Milo leans against the bus window, mindlessly scrolling through his phone. He pauses 
when he sees that the last text he sent Jack was never answered. I sent that three days ago… 
He never takes that long to respond. Frowning, he sends another text.

“Hey, can I come over?” 
No response. He’s not even reading them. Is he really that upset?
He stays on the bus, passing his usual stop, until it pulls up across the street from a 

cheap apartment building where he steps off into the damp air. The sun, hidden in a sea of 
angry clouds, is just starting to set. He quickly crosses the street and pushes open the heavy 
door, trying to escape the light drizzle sprinkling the bus. 

Milo walks down the poorly heated hall, wearing a wool-lined jean jacket layered over 
a gray sweatshirt and jeans, all tainted by the smell of coffee. I’m probably just being paranoid. 
I’m sure he’s fine. 

A sinking feeling had formed in the pit of his stomach and lingered all morning, 
only growing worse the longer he ignored it. He realized that he hadn’t heard from Jack 
since their last conversation, which only added to his nerves. Clutching in one hand the 
spare key he had been given, he pauses in front of an apartment door. After a moment 
of hesitation, he slips the key into the lock, earning a soft click before slowly pushing 
the door open. 

Inside is a dark apartment. Pale light peeking through the cracks in the blinds, com-
bined with the artificial light from the kitchen, gives the room a sickly hue. “You know, 
you’re really hard to get a hold of sometimes,” Milo says as he steps into the apartment. 

Silence.
Is he even home? He looks toward the kitchen, slipping the key back into his pocket. 

Jack’s wallet and keys are on the counter beside a few framed pictures of them and their 
friends, which reassures him that he is in fact home. “Jack?” he calls out, voice bouncing 
off the sparsely decorated walls. The floor is littered with crumpled paper and bottles, half-
used art supplies, and a guitar on the couch rather than its stand. Milo freezes, his stomach 
tightening in a vice-like grip, as he takes in the normally tidy apartment. 

What the hell happened? He quickly starts to search the rooms, a new sense of urgency 
boiling in his chest. Did his dad actually show up here? Jack said he’s on parole, but there’s no way 
he really came here. He would never forgive himself if that had actually happened, not after 
the way he blew it off when Jack first told him his father was out of prison. 

The tiny kitchen and living room hold nothing living aside from a fairly happy snake 
plant he had gifted Jack a year ago. He checks the bedroom only to find a disheveled but 
empty bed. Brows furrowing, he turns to the bathroom door, giving the knob a twist. When 
he realizes it’s locked, he knocks on the door, the sound reverberating through his skull 
when he is met with silence from the other side. Milo’s skin crawls impatiently. “Jack? 
If you’re in there, please open the door,” he implores. He bites his lip, huffs, and quickly 
searches for something, anything, that could fit into the pop lock hole. He digs through 
the various cups of supplies on Jack’s cluttered desk and returns with a bobby pin just thin 
enough to undo the lock. After fumbling, he quickly pushes the pin in until the lock pops. 
Milo takes a deep, shaky breath, steeling himself before slowly opening the door. 

HOLD ME TIGHT
Aubrie Fuster
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The metallic tang of blood immediately invades his senses as he peers into the small 
room. Through the dim light of a high-set window he manages to make out a figure 
crammed between the counter and the tub. Reaching his arm into the room, he gropes the 
wall until his fingers find the switch. He flicks it on, eyes widening, breath catching in his 
throat as he surveys the blood-stained room: the white ceramic sink smeared with crimson, 
drops littering the floor. Milo’s body goes rigid. 

 “Go away,” Jack says, voice strained and irritated. He has his knees pulled to his chest 
with his head resting on top, one arm cradled close while the other holds a small object, 
palm up on the tiled floor. 

Milo freezes, unable to move as he takes in the scene before him, his feet glued to the 
floor. He had been through some rough patches with Jack in the past, but nothing quite this 
bad. Milo’s mind starts racing, unsure of what to do. He tries to keep a calm tone though his 
trembling hands betray him. He pushes his fingers through his short sandy hair, pressing 
them against the back of his head as he processes, letting out a shaky breath.

“Jack, what happened?” he asks, heart sinking as his eyes land on the small metal blade 
loosely gripped in Jack’s hand. “I haven’t heard from you and— I got worried,” he says as 
he takes a few tentative steps closer, careful not to startle him further. Slowly crouching in 
front of Jack, he rests on the balls of his feet after claiming a few more inches. 

“I said go away,” Jack repeats, clutching his arm as he pushes himself further into the 
corner. His dark hair obscures his features, fingers curling tighter over the blade. “Leave 
me alone.” Splatters of red taint the white toes of his Converse sneakers as his body trembles. 

“Please talk to me, Jack.”  
“I already tried that,” Jack replies, a hint of bitterness in his tone. 
Milo tenses up and dips his head. “I know, and I’m sorry I didn’t listen before. I messed 

up, but I’m here now.”

Milo’s words slowly sink into Jack’s cold exterior, causing him to loosen his grip on 
the blade and his wounded arm. Taking this opportunity, Milo gently pries the blade free 
from his slender fingers, slipping it into his pocket. “Let’s get you cleaned up,” he says as he 
reaches for the hand towel on the counter. “I just want to make sure you’re okay,” he adds as 
he wets the towel in the sink and steadily reaches out a hand. “Can I see your arm?”

The puffiness of Jack’s eyes contrast with his hollow, tear-stained cheeks as he stays 
huddled, gripping the sleeve of his black shirt tightly, causing his split knuckles to turn 
white. His deep blue eyes pierce Milo’s hazel ones before quickly shifting away, blinking 
and searching for something else to focus on as he reluctantly stretches out his arm. Stom-
ach twisting, Milo takes his hand, giving it a reassuring squeeze before looking over the 
lacerations littering his skin. Some were red and angry, the rest faded scars from long ago. 
They seemed to snake through the flesh, haphazardly placed with no real thought. Milo 
gently dabs at the wounds, chewing his lip to keep himself steady and ignore the hiss of 

Some were red and angry, the rest 
faded scars from long ago. They seemed 
to snake through the flesh, haphazardly 

placed with no real thought.
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pain emanating from Jack. He lets out a heavy sigh and coaxes Jack out of the corner, careful 
to keep him low.

Milo leans him against the wall and presses the towel against his arm, water dripping 
down. “Hold this,” he says, placing Jack’s hand over the towel. He quickly ducks under the 
sink to find the first aid kit, pulling gauze and antiseptic from it. They avoid each other’s 
gaze as he cleans and wraps the wounds, the silence between them deafening. 

“I’m sorry,” Jack says, eyes staying low. “I didn’t know what else to do.” 
“You should have called me.” Milo frowns, eyes on him again. “I can’t help you if you 

don’t talk to me. Your dad, he didn’t come here right?”
“No, he didn’t,” Jack says, avoiding Milo’s eyes. “He called me, said he wanted to see 

me though—” His voice breaks and new tears sting his eyes, blurring his vision. He 
snatches his hands back and viciously wipes them away. “I didn’t want to bother you 
with it any more.”

Milo sighs. He hadn’t realized how much of an impact this would have on Jack, that 
it would push him to relapse after three years. “I’m so sorry,” he whispers, thinking back to 
everything Jack had told him about his dad. How both his parents were always drunk or 
high on God knows what, leaving him to practically raise himself in a rundown, violent 
home. Jack cut his parents off completely after being adopted at fifteen, and Milo could 
only imagine how he felt when he heard his dad on the phone.

“How did he even—no, it doesn’t matter,” Milo says, shaking his head. “He won’t see 
you, I’ll make sure of it.” He hated seeing Jack like this but understood now, especially after 
spending so many years healing from all the hell his dad had put him through. 

“He said he wants to talk.” Jack sniffles, hiding his face behind his arms, gripping at 
his hair. “I didn’t know he was going to be out this week. I don’t understand why he can’t 
just leave me alone.”

“I can’t believe he even had the nerve to call,” Milo grumbles to himself, trying to 
keep his own emotions in check for Jack’s sake. “What can I do, Jack?” he asks softly, 
concern filling his eyes. 

Jack chokes on his own breath, shoulders hunched. “Just—just hold me tight… like you 
used to,” he says, his voice barely above a whisper. Milo bites the inside of his lip, pulling 
Jack’s smaller frame against himself, wrapping his arms around him tightly. Jack buries his 
face against Milo’s neck, gripping his jacket. 

“I won’t let him near you,” Milo murmurs against his ear. “You’re safe. I want you to stay 
at my place for a while.” Milo falls quiet, feeling tears soak his sweatshirt. He hadn’t realized 
that he was crying as well until a tear rolled off his cheek. Clenching his eyes closed, he 
holds Jack for a long time, fingers tangled into his hair as they clutch each other.  



P
O

E
TR

Y

86  •  WALL

First, the butter in the pan-
the butter in the heated pan
Followed by One Egg, Another Egg
hear it sizzle, for a moment, then two, then
Sprinkle salt and   Oh!
 the bread in the toaster-  

This is what the opposite of depression looks like.
the opposite of depression ends with
an open faced sandwich.          

And if you told me that 3 years ago
i would not have heard it
because i wouldn’t recognize
this kind of Warmth.

Second, the pear in the basket 
the Ripe Green Pear in the wicker-basket
another thing to Bite into,
        pure, delicious joy-  

When i used to think of teeth breaking skin, i imagined it
merciless, ruthless, right. but now these teeth
are just for eating pears.            

And if you told me that 2 years ago
i would not have heard it
because i didn’t know how to
bite down out of Joy.

EGG.
Seadona Taloma

lllustration by Jacquelyn Zaper
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Third, the girl singing in my inbox
did i know all along that Joy was me and you, and us,
did i see you like
     an Empty Promise-  

And does it break open my heart to see that promise fulfilled?
my heart cracks quietly. something golden
comes flowing out.                         

And if you told me that 1 year ago
i would not have understood it
because i didn’t know what it was to
crack open out of Love.

 
                                                             

The opposite of depression is an Open Faced Sandwich.
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THE FAREWELL MOMENT
Mandana Bonakdar

CHARCOAL

i hear your heart, still,

when i lie very quiet,
in cloth sheets emptied;
as evening and dawn marry out the window
only silence and i keep awake.

on it thumps,
through dead air;
through fabric
and skin

heady,

and between echoes of breath      
mine rises in time with
yours.

but it falls alone,
in morning emptying      
in mourning, empathy     

beat in the light that creeps between
ribs

ECHOES
Brianna Blashill
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I stopped flicking myself with rubber bands at 15
Tiny wrist slaps never quite slapped the gay out of me

Driven to seek restoration, I sought out the God of creation
Head towards Hell, knees planted flat,

I posed my problem to the Great Diplomat
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SUPERGLUE
Lauren Van
Illustration by Cade Meyerhof-Katz
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God, you’ve made a mistake of me.
I pray, can you restore my heart and pick the pieces out of me

That should’ve never been there from the start?

In ultimate desperation,
I shunned my quiet frustration for his fucked up creation

And prayed to my God, day after day, for a holy transformation

For Hell was always on my mind- sunset to sunrise.
A repeating clock of guilt

Stacking and crumbling only to be built
On the Sunday of each week

When I yearned to love this infinite God,
But couldn’t with a heart so fractured and so flawed.

I needed a new heart, filled with new love,
Not my sinful screwed up love.

For my heart was tarnished with rust, my sins always raining up a storm
With my abominable thoughts of taking pretty girls on picnic dates,

Searching cotton clouds for funny shapes, until the cerulean skies slip away
Into peachy hues- No.

I must not let my unnatural desires surface again.
I must hate the sin, my mind so filthy and full of it.

Lord, for the millionth time, why won’t you just get rid of it?

Yet the months and years rolled on and still, I remained exactly the same.
...

But I had to try.
If you were me, wouldn’t you?

Oh. No?
Religious trauma stuck like superglue.



92  •  WALL

xx

MIXED MEDIA

MECHANICAL MACHINATIONS
Cassandra Jaimes
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Is it just me, or is it getting crazier out there? mused the Chief as he scrolled through 
the media feed, slapping his phone over the bagels. “Take a look at Leo’s latest girl. It’s 
social suicide! My goddam daughter looks older. How are we supposed to play this off? 
Leonardo and Lolita?” They passed around the cream cheese and considered the next viable 
step for their client. It was the epicycle of life.  Voight and Voight Marketing, the real Mad 
Men’s club, and the Chief was the headmaster of all. He had the U Chicago PR degree 
and submariner watch to prove it. He’d orchestrated the hit Ben-and-Jen split up of the 
late 2010s, he’d invented Meghan Markle, he’d introduced Elon Musk to Grimes,  for god 
sakes! Such were the workings of 21st-century marketing conglomerates – the concept of 
celebrity was constructed during morning meetings: breakup, makeup, postpartum glow-up 
stories were handcrafted at Pulitzer capacity by the writing department. In this age, there’s 
only two spheres of goods placed on the market: people and a  delusory, though concrete, 
way to be like them. The lip injections, the Kim K butt implants, the Chanel eye bags, 
designer hand masks – the creative director and artistic teams would coordinate while the 
Chief would liaison with Vogue and Qatar Airways to deliver high-quality products to the 
masses with the assistance of technicolor spoofs and Amazon Prime. 

The latest triumph from the firm was Michael Mindbender. He catalyzed a commercial 
revolution that obeyed the traditional marketing pattern: people and a way to be like them. 
They’d found him in a graveyard; he was teen-aged at the time. The company talent scouts 
were across McDonald’s when they spotted him. He was sitting on a tombstone, missing 
half a shoe. A supernova for supermodels: his hair was long and excellent, the air above his 
neck was pressurized, and he was very pale. Almost dead but a funny sort of dead, still and 
fresh, like an emblem of lost pseudo youth, with a fabricated aura buried three times over… 
in his smile. They put him everywhere and he became everything: the Monday matinee, the 
local whore, the springtime saint… the weather report. The slogan attached to his delicate 
image was incredibly effective. He was Michael Mindbender: everything you’ve ever wanted. 

He sold like water. The firm’s revenue was at an all-time high, and the Chief became 
the messiah of global industry, preaching capitalism from all edges of the earth. Then, a vul-
nerability  in the product became hauntingly apparent. Michael aged unnaturally quickly. 
The Chief tried everything: the boy stayed out of the sun; he drowned in La Mer. In two 
months, his face changed. His nose grew, while his complexion augmented from aggres-
sively heroin chic to pinecone.  To put it bluntly, the spark died. 

FACE IN A JAR
Seweryn Paffgen

In this age, there’s only two spheres  
of goods placed on the market: people 
and a delusory, though  concrete, way  

to be like them.
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After damage control, R&D spat out a new line of spinoffs: Michael Mindbender 
suits, a bleeding edge way to look like Michael and talk like Michael and be Michael. No 
need for the cinema; you could encounter rare beauty in every mirror. Beverly Hills neigh-
bors would have Mindbender dinners where they all would arrive in their Mindbender 
suits, snort cocktails, and sit around the billiards table regarding each other like stunned 
dummies saying, “Oh my gosh, you’re so pretty and I don’t know why!” As part of a holiday 
promotion, a couple of Michael Mindbender suits were included in the Superlotto. Ten 
low-caliber people won those special things. They’d mainly put them on and prostitute 
themselves out on the strip mall. All proceeds went to charity. 

Michael was twenty-four at the time and still lived in a luxury villa, next to a Dunkin’ 
Donuts. It was sort of a mid-life crisis; he had money but was nowhere near as beautiful. He 
spent the day snuffing sawdust to old Martha Stewart reruns. He had females over for com-
pany but usually expelled them by brunch. The latest was Jane Love, a young accountant. 
She wore wigs but was very good looking, and he liked her fingers – they were sausagey and 
maternal. She was utterly charming. In a week, he wanted her dead. 

After they finished watching Martha cracking chestnuts together, she actually made 
the suggestion that he grow his hair out. “Oh honey, you’d look gorgeous! You’d look just like 
Michael Mindbender!” He rejected the thought. “But why not?” She inferred that like her, 
he had scalp trauma. She recommended shampoos. She felt sorry for him; she thought him 
older than he actually was. 

It got worse. He invited her to the bedroom in an attempt to shut her up, but he’d 
forgotten about the mess. On the left half of the four-poster  bed, he kept a load of old 
Michael Mindbender advertisements. He’d often moon over them on Saturday evenings, 
while trying on his own clothes and then slashing them and the white veneer of his grey 
flesh, fixing it with a blowtorch after discovering that no garments from his past fit well.  
Stuffed all over the place, the posters were crowding the folded blankets. They formed a sort 
of body, an absolutely still one. A dead one. She threw herself at the pile. “You like Michael 
Mindbender, too!” After that, it was over. She became a Mindbender disciple. 

After forty fuckless dinners of reheated lasagna, Michael lost out to the Mindbender 
automaton doll commercial. Jane had been gone for over a week. He was lonely, and in all 
honesty, the doll product was genius. A real breathing, living Mindbender. You could tell 
it your problems and everything. Michael in the comforts of home! At the end of every 
ad, the wondrous being would press its petit visage up to the camera. Michael cried every 
time. He didn’t know what it was – staring into the cosmetic eyes of the figure was like 
holding an old and amber picture of himself, except that the picture was somehow soaked 
in gasoline, and the frame and his hand were burning. It reminded him of how lovely he 

 It wasn’t the temperature or 
anything. It was the way they were all 
orbiting the doll, coming in close with 

hyperadulation... The thought of people 
made Michael cold.  
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once was. In the commercial, actors gyrated around the doll as if it were its birthday. The 
whole two-minute scene was a cinematic feat. Total love-drug worship, so much that he 
half-expected his mother to pop up somewhere in the scene with a three-tiered cake and 
say “There’s my pretty boy!” But this was all strictly nonsense, and Michael knew that. He 
never had a mother. 

Looking at the doll, he could begin to see very obvious parts that they’d gotten wrong. 
The nose was smaller than his, the lips were too red. They were nicer somehow, the neck 
was thinner… and better – he’d hoped one of the actors would mess up and break it. He 
rewatched the commercial multiple times and nearly became bulimic over how much the 
other clownish figures in the ad were hugging him.

As he did this, he was glancing at the miniature abscess on the bare spot of his knee. It 
was the color of suicidal slugs; he kept waiting for Martha and her hens to come back on, 
but the commercial never really ended. They were still wrapped around the doll, and it got 
so bad that you couldn’t see it anymore. It was covered up by everything else, like those Face 
in a Jar peep shows that he always accidentally came upon and  regretted paying for because 
the heaters inside were always off. The commercial gave him the same glacial feeling, an 
irresistible nostalgia that made him want to relive things that had never happened.  It wasn’t 
the temperature or anything. It was the way they were all orbiting the doll, coming in close 
with hyperadulation...The thought of people made Michael cold.  

The apartment was now mostly vacant. He headed to the Michael Mindbender dis-
penser. He’d buy an automaton, prepare dinner for it, and they’d make love all weekend. 
Then he’d dispose of it on Monday. He had already prepared the recycling bin. 

The dispensary line was long and had an expo.  Michael was still. Nobody recognized 
him. The evening was hot and empty, but he stood and glanced at the last automaton left 
at the window. It was enormously exquisite with its sweet cocaine complexion and lashes 
tripping upwards like wired stars. Michael was instantly entranced. The doll winked at him. 
He wanted to steal it and hide it in an attic. He trembled, enamored with his clone. As he 
approached the window, dawn came, and the doll seemed to open its wonderful arms. As  
Michael sprung back to fling himself into its capsule embrace, he prepared the large body 
bag he had brought and felt for his wallet.  Suddenly, a young woman leaped in front of 
him. She threw herself in hopelessly, not knowing what to do with the automaton, whether 
to destroy him or make him her own; she, too, was hopelessly blindsided. Shocked by her 
sudden movements, Michael froze as she dove towards the glass, trying to take the doll, his 
doll. He reached after her. He gripped her arms and, finding an unknown strength, dragged 
her downwards. They tumbled to the ground. He circled her wrists and gathered his knees 
on her hips. Struck dumb, she tried to reflexively respond and burned him with her ciga-
rette lighter. He fell. She got on top of him and pulled him onto the street.  

In carnal rage, she smashed him on the cement, she knocked his pulse,  she trapped his 
throat, but when she did this, she caught a full look at him and saw: it was Michael Mind-
bender. She could still see it. He was the teenage icon she would watch on the telly; his face 
was on her childhood lunchbox. They were married in her mind. Here he was, paranormally 
close. Her fingers twitched as she realized they were gripping his skin, his lovely skin. She 
started to lift off the pavement, not hearing anyone, tunnel visioning the fallen angel, still 
holding on to him, not seeing anything – not even the car that was coming in at full speed. 

The driver was distracted. He was running late... he didn’t notice Michael and the girl, 
and they were both so skinny that as he hit them, as their bodies smushed together, they 
barely made a sound. They were squeezed into one bloody bag, with Michael still in motion, 
numb in age-old pain. Her shoulders, her youthful and surprised countenance, disfigured 
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and somewhere in the crowd of gaps and red things, faded. She died instantly. But her sad 
and twisted hand still gently held his broken fingers. And the Michael Mindbender doll, 
patient at the window, was the only one that saw.  

The ambulance brought Michael to the ward. He was seriously confused, and under-
neath his lacerated layer, there was a new crisp coat of skin. He was shedding like a snake. 
His stiletto body trembled in the light, his lips still acid pink. In some ways, he maintained 
some drop dead charm – he looked like hell if hell was heaven. The doctors saw and knew 
they had to save him. But his breath beat too slowly. They would open his chest to inspect 
the heart, but as they did they found a perturbing horror. He had no heart at all. Under-
neath white flesh, where bone and organs should have rested, was a large void, at least a foot 
in diameter.  It was bleeding black ink on all sides. Kleenex tissues occupied all edges in a 
cheap attempt to slow the hemorrhage, but they were now all saturated. The doctors turned 
to each other, having no clue what to do with the gap without damaging the bones within 
him. In the end, they took out the soggy mess, and stuffed in more napkins in the hole to 
hold things in, though very weakly. They covered it up with a blanket of skin and restitched 
it on as finely as possible. Inside, he was rotting. They watched him struggle to breathe. 
But Michael stayed unconscious, spiraling into a morphine dream. In it, he woke up from 
surgery and was himself again, destined to grow lovelier year after year. He had regrown his 
faded vitality. The masses surrounded him. He was so beautiful. He knew one day he’d be 
just too much. And he loved that.

Meanwhile, the last Michael Mindbender doll at the dispenser got ready for bed. It 
fixed its window and adjusted its eye mask. The street was lonely as it looked out, but the 
crowd would be there again tomorrow. The Chief would arrive on Sunday with a new bunch 
of Michaels; any leftovers would be auctioned off.  It would have the whole weekend to get 
ready. Face exfoliation, the works. It considered praying to give thanks for remaining unsold 
for one more day, but it didn’t know who to pray to. It didn’t know any god or perfect being 
other than itself. The doll thought about the accident from yesterday as it lay on its lonely 
shelf. It shut its lovely eyes and dreamed of death, as Michael Mindbender died.

And dreamed of beauty. 
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life is born,
blinking in darkness

utterly alone,
surrounded by harshness.

spiraling down,
towards a world that’s been broken

i fight past the sound
of words gone unspoken.

this is far different
from the stories they told,

a tale so magnificent
i’d surrendered my soul.

i see no color,
hear no voice from above

i sit back and wonder
could this really be love?

LIFE OF LOVE
Naomi Crandall
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I look for you everywhere,
I look for you in my morning coffee,
I look for you at the break of dawn,
I look for you in the passing of stranger’s eyes,
I look for you day and night,
This feeling, it goes so deep,
Like fingers swirling through waves of untouched sea 
My mind shapes the dimples in your smile
My eyes carve your jawbone as sharp as steel
The golden rays cover you in a brilliant tan
As the waves crash upon your soul
Blue shines like fireflies in your eyes
My lips mold perfectly to yours
I see you so vividly it’s sometimes frightening 
Your heart is pure for it bows to the King of kings 
One day, wherever it may be, I’ll find you 
Your eyes, your smile, your lips, your soul.
Will you notice me?

PLEASE NOTICE
Eva Barreira
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A reflection of the stars, lighting up my own sky. The pale lights shine in contrast with 
the dark expanse of the night. Some stars twinkle, and some stand motionless. So many 
opportunities, so many possibilities within the night, but an emptiness engulfs me. Am I 
watching the sky, or does it watch me? I reach out my hand, hoping for something, maybe 
a sign that there is something else out there. Why do I do that? 

Frowning, I rest my hand underneath my neck as I lie down, staring at the stars.  I can’t 
even guess how long I’ve been lying outside on the grass. In all honesty, I could possibly 
just check the time on my phone, but that would mean that I would have to search for it. Is 
it weird that I am just lying here, wasting my time as if I don’t have assignments to finish 
and a life to catch up on? Here I am just waiting. Waiting for what though? I can’t put my 
finger on it. 

Sirens ring in the distance. Although the night draws on the emptiness, it fills itself 
with simple flutters of life and breaths of air. Are these breaths bringing comfort or ex-
hales of loneliness?

“Why did she leave me?” 
My voice, just above a whisper, speaks out into the silence. A sentence I haven’t dared 

think about during the day comes out easily at night. I lost her. It all ended so suddenly, 
over a simple conversation really. After that, she grabbed her things and left. No yelling, no 
screaming, just like it was a matter of fact. But why don’t I cry? Why do I feel nothing, just 
an emptiness that seems to overtake my heart? Why didn’t I ask her to stay? To be with me. 
Why didn’t I fight? 

Suddenly, everything gets too cold, too dark, too silent. My breath tightens and I can 
feel my lungs expanding. Wider and wider. Quickly, I rise up to steady myself. The world 
spins. My breath quickens and my hands start to tingle. I can hear every breath escape my 
body, and it gets louder and louder, quickening with every exhale. Blood rushes to my head, 
and it just pounds. Oh, how it pounds. Over and over and over again. My hands feel wet. 
Why are they wet? I try to look down at my hands, but I can’t see them because my vision 
is blurry. Dampness covers my face and snot runs down my nose. Is that… whimpering? 
Everything is too much all at once.

I can’t breathe. 
Don’t panic. Do not panic. Steadily take a breath. In and out. Slowly, steadily. Focus on 

what we can feel. The blades of grass feel cold under my grasp. The rough and grainy dirt 

EMPTY ROOM
Meagan Raft

Blood rushes to my head, and it just 
pounds. Oh, how it pounds. Over and 

over and over  again.
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collects underneath my fingernails as I touch whatever I can around me. Collect yourself. 
Focus on the grass. Slowly, I steady my breathing and sit still. I can feel the tears running 
down my neck and wipe them away with my sleeve. It’s damp. Why am I not stronger than 
this? I watched her leave. I watched her take her stuff and look at me with those eyes. Eyes 
full of emptiness. No love, no affection. 

Unbearably cold. So cold. I shiver in the night and hold my arms tightly around myself. 
Closed up in a ball, I close my eyes.

All I see is her. 
The sparkle in her dark eyes as she stares at something lovingly. The way her smile 

curves slightly up on the right side before blooming. The way her cheeks puff out a bit as her 
eyes start to twinkle. The way she would slightly brush her shoulders against mine, slipping 
her arm under mine. She would jut out her bottom lip, open her eyes slightly wider, and 
look up at me with a pleading look. I would look down at her and brush away the strands 
falling into her face. How soft each strand of hair was against my calloused hands. She was 
so lovely, so beautiful at that moment. 

“Yes, baby?” I already knew what she wanted. She was here playing this little game. 
Shaking her head a little and pouting even more. I melt at the sight of her. Grabbing my 
hand, she uses it to point to the ice cream parlor across the street and looks back at me with 
a glint in her eyes, knowing that I can’t ever deny her what she desires. I laugh and nod at 
her. Suddenly I’m breathless. The way her eyes light up with glee and the slight bounce of 
her step as she starts off to the other side of the street. I stand and watch her skip towards 
the other side, enthralled with her excitement, unable to move as I watch her run off. I try 
to call her name to make her stop, to wait for me, but nothing comes out of my mouth. 
Her hair bounces on her back, swaying side to side as she goes further away, escaping me. 
Leaving me. Panic rushes through me as I see her disappear into the crowd, and suddenly 
she’s gone. I can’t find her. Where did she go? Why did she leave me? 

Why does she keep leaving me?
I can feel my chest tighten and my eyes snap open. The image of her remains at the 

forefront of my mind as I sit in silence. I look past my immediate surroundings and watch 
the lamppost flicker. It flickers off for a moment and comes back on as if nothing had hap-
pened. Moments pass and it does it again. Entranced by the light, I forget for a moment. 
In this moment of bliss, I can finally breathe. I feel the air fill my lungs and everything 
seems normal. Everything seems just right, but something isn’t. Something is dreadfully 
wrong and I can’t shake the feeling off. I cannot shake the feeling of dread, of the upcoming 
emptiness once again.

Mindlessly, I walk back home. The moon lights up the road and the stillness of the 
night settles into my mind. Crickets chirp as the rhythmic click of my shoes echoes in my 
mind. The whistling of the wind wraps around me, guiding me back. The flowers in the 
neighbor’s garden seem to be resting, waiting for the sun to come back up and feed them 
with its glorious light. The cracks in the pavement bring with them a sense of comfort and 
somehow without realizing it, I make it home. The building stands proud and tall, but I 
can feel myself shrinking, as if I don’t belong. I reach into my pocket and pull out the keys 
slowly, taking my time opening the door. 

Nothing changed. 
Everything inside remains as it was. The further I walk in, the more I feel her presence 

in everything that we owned. Our home is filled with memories of our time together. Of 
the moments we would explore different towns and buy whatever random object caught 
our fancy. Old telephones, snow globes, mini figurines litter our home and take up all the 
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random spaces that could be filled up. Some magazines lie haphazardly on the coffee table. 
I can see her taking a slow sip from her coffee mug, sitting almost motionless while flipping 
through the Vogue magazine she would read every morning. Sometimes, she stared at the 
photos as if they held a key, an answer to her story. Sometimes, I took a moment to gaze 
at her when she became entranced like this, or sometimes I’d go straight to the kitchen 
to make a quick breakfast before I had to go to work. A silence lay between us, one borne 
of normalcy rather than discomfort.  We worked around each other in the mornings and 
passed through the day as if it was normal, as if it was the way it should be. But it was 
different. The mood shifted into something that was familiar yet out of place. It should 
have been a warning to me since it wasn’t the first time I felt this, but I excused it as just 
me being tired. Why did I always make an excuse? Why didn’t I ever question or address 
anything between us? 

The stillness of the room draws me closer and closer to its center. Everything is unbe-
lievably still. The glass from our curio cabinet that stores our memories paints a reflection 
of what is left of me. My face looks exactly the same—no difference from before or even a 
month ago. It looks sunken, as if I lost years of my life within these last moments. The bags 
underneath my eyes are obvious, revealing how much sleep I’ve lacked these past weeks. My 
cheeks seem to be caving inwards and the paleness in my face reveals how much I’ve been 
slowly collapsing. Even through the reflection, I can see the highlights of my features illu-
minating my ruin. How long has this been happening? How long have I looked like this? 

These were the last words I heard her speak: “It would be best if we ended our relationship.” 
That was it. 
She left me like I was nothing. As if we were nothing. Every moment we spent to-

gether and for what? Did I mean nothing to her? How could she walk out without an ex-
planation or without anything else to say? How ironic that people praise the idea of “three 
little words” that could be the reason for so much joy: “I love you.” Three little words that 
no longer held meaning. 

Why wasn’t it expected? Why was I surprised? Why didn’t I question her? I stood there 
like a fool as she packed the few things she needed and left. She walked past me as if I was 
a stranger. 

Were we just strangers living together? Did we lose so much of our affection that it 
grew into emptiness between the both of us? I can’t remember when it shifted. Was any-
thing I felt real? Time spent between us died down and we were left with only a skeleton 
of a relationship. 

I am ashamed.

It feels suffocating not knowing 
why I was in the wrong, why we were 

in the wrong. I never  asked; I never 
questioned her reasoning.
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I am ashamed that I can’t explain to my friends why we broke up. I had to lie and say 
that we spent months arguing beforehand, but we never did. I am ashamed I have to lie over 
and over again like a flute playing out of tune. It feels suffocating not knowing why I was 
in the wrong, why we were in the wrong. I never asked; I never questioned her reasoning. 
I accepted it like a fool. A fool too scared to wonder why. A fool who was passive enough 
to let it all slide. A fool to let her walk right past me on the way out, without having the 
strength enough to look at her one last time. I don’t even know what expression she last 
held since I was too busy looking at the scratch on the top of my leather boot. I can’t even 
say for certain if she was upset, if she was angry, or if she was just empty. What can I even 
say about myself ? I stood there in silence and let her go without any words.

I still hang onto passing moments. To the softness of her cheeks, the light in her eyes, 
the shy smiles, the way her hands slipped into mine on dates, the way we cuddled up to-
gether on rainy nights, the way she would clutch my hands during horror movies. 

But now there’s dishes piling up in the sink and the overflowing trash can filled with 
empty beer bottles. Quietness seeps into the room and covers everything like a fog.  Emp-
tiness that is unbelievably still. Suddenly, everything seems too familiar in a way that I’ve 
never seen before. I feel myself shrinking. Three little words. 

Nothing has changed. 
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WET GRASS
H. Barnes

I am nothing as I step through the wet grass in the dark 
The moon is my only light
Guiding me through the night into an unknown future of regret
What did I think this would change?
You can only run so long before you are caught
Your pain and sadness weighs you down making it harder and harder to get away 
from the truth
You shake it momentarily or drink it away 
Bury your face in a toilet after a blackout that lasted three days
So you don’t have to feel what it’s like to feel nothing
I am lost in a life that I was born to fail at
Fulfilling a prophecy that was written long before I was here
Born from a womb filled with hate and veins pierced with needles
I am nothing and have been nothing
I had nothing to protect me from the slurring, sloppy, wine-soaked words of a woman 
who would let me down
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I left that night because of her
I ran full of spite and rage 
I can feel her now and see her when my eyes are closed or look into a mirror
I can see the red burning embers off the end of her cigarette
I can feel her drunken energy
Staring at me in the dark
Waiting 
Her hot stale breath in my face and her hands on my chest, almost to my neck, 
grabbing me violently
WHORE. SLUT. TRASH. BITCH 
That is all she was and that is all she wants for me
But the night doesn’t last forever
The dark does not stay
The beginning does not have to be the end
As I grow I rise from the ashes I was buried in
I don’t have to be you - even though you are half of me
NO! I don’t have to be that girl that you made
NO! I no longer have to be just nothing
I am the woman who stands 
HERE 
NOW
As something 
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There was nothing but silence on the other end of the phone. I squeezed the 
receiver tightly in my hand, pressing it harder against my ear. Waiting for a voice. 
Either the damn thing was going to work or it was not, and there was nothing that I 
could do about it one way or the other. 

Breathe… 
I relaxed my grip on the phone, stopped pressing it violently against my own face. 

Fucking hate calling home anyway, said a voice inside my head. 
The voice is my own. Probably. 
The telephone is a temporary conduit from this nightmare; a connection bright 

and quick as a flare; a fishing line, filament thin and even more fragile. For exactly 
fifteen minutes, I could exacerbate my anger and fear and grief by trying to put words 
to it, inaccurate words, no matter how many I insanely tried to cram in. Then the 
phone hangs up. 

Like a 25-cent peep show window, it slams shut on you right when things are 
about to get good. I have long since realized that these semi-regular calls home to 
assure everyone that I am okay leave all of us assured that indeed I am not. 

I click the cradle of the phone, up down up down, as the shareholders in my head 
begin to agitate. Some conscious voice of reason among them attempts a cooldown; 
that, too, reeks of optimism because there is no “conscious thought.”  I mean what a 
laugh, right? What would conscious thought be anyways… the LOUDEST voice in 
my head at the moment?? Therein lies the problem: apparently, I am out of my mind. 

I have told them that there is a crowd in there; I have a voice lost in it, but not one 
that is generally regarded with any respect or authority. Not when push comes to shove. 
Not when They care. Not when one of Them has won one of Their endless debates. I 
get the distinct feeling that my Voices do not respect me because They feel I work 
part-time, or perhaps seasonally, whereas obviously, They built the company from the 
ground up. … They have seniority. Tenure. 

The phone provided for inmate use remains dead in my hand. To ask anyone about 
it is useless; nobody will know a damn thing. If the officer inside the cop shop turned 
it off, then it is not going to be turned back on and no explanation will be given. In 
fact, most likely I would be degraded and laughed at for asking. They may even hit my 
cell, tossing it for fun just to show me how stupid I am. Taking and destroying little 
trinkets or bits of joy I have accumulated that remind me of who I am, a better time 
either long ago or far from now. 

And if it is not the on-duty officer who has gotten pissed off and shut off the 
phones in the housing unit, then whoever is working in the office will legitimately know 
nothing and offer no recourse for wasting their time and asking stupid questions. 

I am listening harder than I need to. I cannot help it. 
There is no recording asking me to “press one for English…” I have never listened 

to the rest of the recording, so I do not know what the other options are. Even though 
I have made hundreds of collect calls and picked up that filthy handset and pressed 
it to my face hundreds of times, I  have no idea what other languages they offer after 
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English. Considering the cacophony of melting pot madness here, the list might go 
into the double digits. 

Slamming the receiver down, taking a deep breath, and looking around, I switch 
my focus to deciding my next movements before I make them. 

Now what…(Fuck. Even I am tired of hearing myself say that.) Closing my eyes, I 
count with my breathing: Inhale-two-three-four… exhale-two-three-four... 

It is difficult for me to figure out what to do. I had barely been able to get myself 
out to the phone to attempt a call home. It was my intention to call my mother and tell 
her not to come and visit. She had written to me earlier in the week to let me know she 
was going to come today. Initially, I had been happy about it for the distraction and—
despite our tendency to disagree— the conversation. But the morning had gotten off 
on the wrong foot. 

Last night about half an hour before lock-in, the alarm had sounded and the unit 
had shut down early due to the ensuing drama. Apparently, one of the women in our 
unit had walked behind the building with her laundry, ostensibly to hang-dry her 
clothes after washing. But instead of hanging her wet clothes, she managed to fashion 
a noose out of her bedsheets and hung herself from a tree in the fading light of the 
winter evening. Another inmate found her and tried to cut her down, or so the story 
goes. No one knows her status, and although it does not happen every day around here, 
it is commonplace enough that it was not the story of the week either. 

But that was last night. This morning it was business as usual: cell doors were 
opened promptly at 6 a.m. for breakfast and women began scurrying toward the 
communal showers at the head of the hall, jockeying for a place in line. The building’s 
front door was unlocked so that anyone hungry could walk across the yard to the chow 
hall for breakfast.

I was puttering around in my cell, quietly making my morning coffee while 
my cellmate took advantage of the day and slept in, when another blaring alarm 
shattered the silence of the morning: “BRRRAAAAAAp!! BRRRAAAAAAp!! 
BRRAAAAAAp!!...” 

Amidst the noise and confusion, a hurried whisper blazed down the hallway, cell 
to cell, as if it were a living, breathing thing, excited and energized with the horror that 
had birthed it. With my head stuck out of the cell door, I managed to collect enough 
bits and pieces from a handful of women passing by that I had an accurate grasp on the 
crisis. I retreated back into my cell once again and, looking up at my cellmate sitting 

Amidst the noise and confusion, 
a hurried whisper blazed down the 
hallway, cell to cell, as if it  were a 

living, breathing thing excited and 
energized with the horror that  

had birthed it.
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in her bed on the top bunk, hair awry with sudden wakefulness, I relayed the facts to 
her as I knew them. A woman from our unit had gone into the shower room with the 
pretext of bathing. Once alone inside the shower stall, she had gotten out a broken 
razor and sliced herself open. Not just nicked her wrist in some preteen angst cry for 
help either. Her throat had been cut in jagged gouges that left the tiled room splashed 
and sprayed in a real Jackson Pollock kind of way—covered in blood and chunks of 
hair, the works. She had reportedly been alone in the furthest of the three shower stalls, 
and these were relatively private, at least for a prison, with only the bottom 18 inches 
at best visible to anyone standing outside. It was not until the gore started leaking into 
other people’s showers that the shit had hit the fan. 

With the alarm still repeating its deafening wail, all of the unit’s residents suddenly 
began racing about, taking advantage of the chaos and confusion to execute whatever 
brand of mischief they had each put off until a more opportune time. At the exact 
moment I had finished my report on the current events to my cellmate, the backdoor 
of the housing unit banged open with unnecessary force and a stream of uniform-
clad officers raced in, moving down the hall in a unified mob, sending distracted and 
startled inmates fleeing in all directions to avoid being caught in their path. 

I pondered the facts of the story in my mind and sipped my coffee as the inevitable 
announcement came blaring out of the speakers throughout the unit: “LOCKDOWN! 
Back to your cells, everyone. This is a lockdown!” My first thought may seem a bit 
jaded and apathetic, but it is still valid, even at this point, years later. There had been a 
line for the showers that morning. I know this because there is a line for the showers 
every morning. Rain or shine, holiday or weekday, when the doors first pop open, 
there is a mad rush to get into the showers while the water is still hot, before the day 
officially begins. This is a housing unit at a women’s prison, after all, and there were 
approximately one hundred and twenty of us living there, with a total of six showers 
for the whole unit. The story made little sense. I mean there had to have been a crowd 
in there, a line of women impatiently waiting for the next free shower stall. Someone 
had to have seen something. And whoever else had been in the shower room at the 
time could really say (or fail to say) just about anything, couldn’t they? The story was 
theirs to tell. I did not know the woman who allegedly tried to off herself, so I could 
not make a judgment call on her mental state prior to the incident. But it takes real 
commitment and a total lack of self-preservation to attempt to slit your own throat in 
a room full of people. Add that to the fact that a large number of the women living in 
this housing unit were convicted murderers and it was beginning to seem that the real 
story was still out there somewhere. 

It was a disturbingly short period of time before the cell doors popped open 
once again and we were all allowed back out. Excitement over the cause of this most 
recent alarm—the one that had spread so rapidly up and down the halls until every 
soul present knew about the grisly ordeal—had died out just as quickly. The speed 
at which information was passed defied the laws of physics. A gossipy and fevered 
game of telephone. Like the squeak of a chew toy to a puppy, it grabs the interest 
completely, and then, just as fast, it is forgotten. This bloody tragedy had a bit of a 
hangover, however. The entire unit was in an uproar for a variety of reasons: from 
empathy and despair over the supposed act to outrage over the complacency of the 
staff. Dishearteningly, the most popular cause of collective distress seemed to be that 
now none of us could use the shower. Admittedly, I was not happy that I had no way 
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to properly wash up before my visit, but mostly I was upset at the entire feel of the 
building, period. With the showers now closed until further notice, public opinion, 
albeit crass, was accurate as usual. 

A requirement at this California prison for receiving visitors was a full-body strip-
search-squat-and-cough once the visit was done, and frankly, I was no longer in the 
mood. I desperately wanted to just return to my cell, shut the door, and stay there until 
I didn’t feel so overwhelmingly suffocated by the negative air all around me. It felt to 
me as though the barometric pressure had suddenly dropped or possibly that gravity 
had inexplicably increased just a touch. But if I did not call home soon, my mother 
would show up, and then action would be forced upon me, no two ways about it. 

Suicide is contagious, and the fact of the matter is I can never be absolutely sure 
what I will do next. Add to that the current State of the Union? An abrasive hysteria 
was building, and if there was a bridge or a cliff anywhere around here, women would 
be throwing themselves (or each other, more likely) off of it at an alarming rate. But 
the unspoken disturbance on everyone’s mind was more likely the fact that dozens 
of women had died here in the last year. Dozens. And every one of them had been 
officially—though without investigation—ruled a suicide. But we all knew everything 
that everyone did in this small prison town, and suicide was almost never the actual 
cause of death. And the murderers were getting a bit lazy with their coverups. 

There is shouting. There is slamming and banging. There is raucous laughter. 
Alarms blare, announcements interrupt incessantly from overhead speakers above 
crowds of bodies, always, like a subway platform at rush hour. Every one of them is 
wearing a variation of the same blue-on-blue outfit. It was disorienting and, worse, 
difficult to convince myself that I do not belong here when, looking down and seeing 
myself as others must, I so obviously do. 

There are competing odors always present, smells that I imagine only could be 
rivaled by a far-off Third World Turkish bazaar. (Is there even still such a thing, or am 
I hopelessly racist and ignorant? I fear the majority of my life truths have been derived 
from a strange mixture of Danielle Steele and Dean Koontz novels. Not sci-fi, but not 
exactly reality-based, either.) What they amount to is an oppressive, blended stench 
only found in mental hospitals, prisons, and the occasional low-end senior living 
community. Bleach, dirt, hair perm, body odor, Irish Spring (the only bar soap sold 
here), mildew, dog. The metallic, warm scent of bodily fluids: piss, shit, blood, sweat. 
Even more distinct, to the educated olfactory system, is the scent of emotions— more 
specifically, fear and rage. 

I felt like I knew too much, thought 
too much, felt too much. All four wheels 

of my car were  spinning at different 
RPMs, making it impossible to  

GO anywhere.
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Standing there, I felt overwhelmed (no way could she have done all that to 
herself !). I felt like I knew too much, thought too much, felt too much. All four wheels 
of my car were spinning at different RPMs, making it impossible to GO anywhere. 

Reaching into my pocket, I felt for the tiny piece of plastic I kept there: a miniature 
green house. A game piece from a Monopoly board game lost or discarded by someone, 
somehow. I had found it lying on the walkway outside weeks ago. It had immediately 
screamed to me HOME!HOME!HOME! in the voice of actress Geena Davis from 
the movie Beetlejuice. I had kept it with me ever since I stooped down and picked it up 
that day. It was my favorite thing, my prized possession, a talisman of sorts. Squeezing 
it between my fingers, feeling the sharp edges, how it left indentations on my skin, 
helped me focus and calm myself when life became too much. I was sure that it had 
been placed there for me, not by a human but by the Universe itself, and even I know 
how that sounds. But the discovery has brought with it an extra reminder of hope each 
day since that just might be saving my life. 

How often have we each bent down to tie our shoes, and that pause has unknowingly 
kept us from stepping into the street to get hit by a bus? These countless miracles are 
passing us by each day by the millions. The rest of the world may not be able to see this 
constant battle between Good and Evil, but I do. Shit, I see it all the time. 

Fine, I thought to myself, I’ll just go back to my cell… 
It seems an awful lot of thinking and deciding must go into even the most 

insignificant decisions in my life. Like what were my other options? What were the 
other choices I had been considering?? I cannot recall the last time I was free from 
panic or not, just by default, freaked the fuck out. 

Back in my cell, lying down on my bunk, staring at the door, feeling apprehensive 
about the day, with so many unknowns lurking on the horizon. Closing my eyes, I thought 
about just giving up, and I just let go. I began NOT to think at all and instead allowed 
the battling white-noise ruckus of the building and of my mind to become mainstage.…

2021  •  113

PHOTOGRAPH

TABLEAU VIVANT
Saba Anoushahpour



114  •  WALL

WALL 2021 STAFF BIOS

SOFIA COPCA 
Editor-in-Chief
Sofia blends her appreciation for visual arts and songwriting in attempts to create 
lyrical poetry and cinematic stories. She considers writing a multifaceted pursuit 
founded on a web of artistic traditions and the surrealness that looms over the 
mundane.

KYLE McCLEARY 
Fiction Editor / Copy Editor

The majority of Kyle’s artistic pursuit has been as an actor, including training at 
UC Irvine and the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art in London, and working 
professionally in Hollywood. He is currently working on completing and shopping 
his first novel while preparing to attend a Master’s program in Creative Writing at 
Royal Holloway in London.

MEAGAN RAFT 
Fiction Editor
Meagan is an English major whose dream is to inspire other students through 
teaching. She plans on getting her master’s degrees in both English and psychology. 
In the future, she plans on writing her own novel that hopefully makes someone 
else passionate about creating their own story!

KIANA REID 
Fiction Editor / Copy Editor

Kiana, who is finishing up her second year at Saddleback College, has been 
fascinated by creative literature since she was but a wee lass, writing poetry and 
short stories in her free time.  She plans to major in English to continue her 
exploration of language and storytelling.  She is also a plant enthusiast, slowly 
growing an indoor jungle in her home from which, between the foliage, she plans 
to write her next thickening plot.
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SAMANTHA BUCK 
Art Editor / Graphic Designer & Layout Editor
Samantha Buck has had a passion for art since she was old enough to hold a 
pencil. She aspires to become a professional illustrator and has discovered a knack 
for graphic design during her time at Saddleback. She has had a wonderful time 
working on this year’s edition of WALL, falling back in love with creative writing, 
and getting to explore the incredible amount of talent Saddleback students have 
to share.

CASSANDRA JAIMES 
Graphic Designer / Layout Editor

Cassandra Jaimes is a double major in Graphic Design and Animation/Illustration. 
This year she will receive associate degrees in both fields and transfer to pursue 
higher education. She has always had a passion for all forms of art and seeks to 
highlight the beauty of creation. Working on WALL 2021 was a new and exciting 
adventure, having the opportunity to celebrate the work of others.

PHAATHID KENEKEO 
Graphic Designer / Layout Editor
Phaathid is a passionate graphic designer. He received a Certificate of Achievement 
in Graphic Design at Saddleback College and a Certificate of Achievement in 
Printing Technology at Fullerton College. He started his graphic art career as a 
paste-up artist in 1990. He has over 25 years of experience working in the printing 
industry as a production artist. Check out his portfolio at https://kenekeo.
wordpress.com

FERN HELSEL-METZ 
Photography Editor 

Fern is proudly serving her second year as Photography Editor for WALL 
Literary Journal.  She is a fine arts photographer with an emphasis on the areas of 
nature and landscape. In addition, Fern is pursuing her Associate in Arts degree in 
Photography at Saddleback College. She passionately seeks out and captures those 
quiet intimate moments with nature so that others can be a part of and feel what 
nature has to offer.  Her work has been exhibited, published, and won multiple 
awards for the way that it inspires and connects people with nature. When not at 
school or photographing, she can be found working on her startup, Phive Elements 
Photography, at  www.PhiveElementsPhotography.com (launching Fall 2021).
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WALL 2021 STAFF

KAREN BOLIN 
Personal Narrative Editor
Karen is a Human Services student who is actively pursuing a career working in 
the mental health field and will be attending California State University, Fullerton, 
in Fall 2021.  She lives in Fountain Valley with her husband and dogs.

KELLY DAUB 
Personal Narrative Editor

Kelly is a part-time photographer, writer, and digital designer. She is also a mother 
to four beautiful children. She is currently working towards finishing her degree. 
Though new to the world of submitting her work for possible publication, Kelly 
has been writing short stories, plays, and poetry for going on 25 years now.

ISHA GUPTA 
Personal Narrative Editor
Isha is a full-time college student who, upon completing high school, graduated 
from Irvine Valley College in May 2021 with associate degrees in Social and 
Behavioral Sciences as well as Liberal Studies, and a Certificate of Achievement. 
She is transferring to UCI in Fall 2021 to complete her bachelor’s degree in Film 
and Media Studies and Public Health Policy. She has a strong passion for writing 
and loves writing articles, poems, short stories, and scripts in both English and 
Hindi. She loves utilizing her writing as a vehicle for social justice since it enables 
her to spread awareness of societal challenges and convey important life lessons. 
Check out more of her empowering work on her blog, available soon on Wix at 
Writer Isha Gupta. Feel free to also greet her at  gupif01@gmail.com  
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KATHERINE BRAUER 
Poetry Editor / Copy Editor
Katherine is an ex-English major currently exploring the field of theatre 
production. She has an evolving love for the arts, from poetry and painting to 
songwriting. When she’s not procrastinating, you may find her performing at local 
open mics for aloof audiences or baking souffle with friends. She hopes to someday 
independently release her music. Working on WALL has been an amazing chance 
to grow creatively and learn from other artists while making something beautiful.

KARLEE QUINN 
Poetry Editor 

Karlee is exploring educational possibilities during her first year at Saddleback 
College. “King of Infinite Space” is her first (but not last) published piece. She 
hates poetry and loves her rabbit, Dorothy.

AUBRIE FUSTER 
Literary Associate
Aubrie has been writing creatively for eight years. Her favorite pastime is creating 
new characters and then putting them through hell. She has a passion for writing, 
reading, and art. She is transferring to UC Davis in Fall 2021 with an Associate 
in Arts Liberal Studies degree to study animal science. She has spent the last year 
drowning in fiction and living off of iced coffee. 

GINA VICTORIA SHAFFER 
Faculty Advisor

Gina teaches composition, creative writing, and literature as a professor of English 
at Saddleback College. She previously served on the faculty of UCLA Writing 
Programs. Before becoming an educator, she worked as a newspaper reporter, 
magazine editor, and theater critic. A published playwright whose works have 
been staged throughout Southern California and in New York, she earned her 
Ph.D. in English at UC Irvine. She is perpetually inspired by the creativity and 
innovation of the students who staff WALL and of those who contribute their 
words and images to it. 
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POETRY CONTRIBUTORS
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H. BARNES 
H. Barnes is currently working towards a bachelor’s degree in Counseling and Human Services. 
She is a California native who attended Saddleback when she decided to go back to college at 
the age of 34. Barnes now lives with her son in the Pacific Northwest, where their tree-hugging, 
vegan, free-spirited nature and love of being barefoot is able to thrive. Hollbarnes21@gmail.com

EVA BARREIRA
Eva is currently a student at Saddleback with the hopes of becoming a nurse in the near future. 
She loves all genres of literature. Inspired by her passion for writing, she aspires to  publish a col-
lection of her own poems and possibly write a novel. “Please Notice” was inspired by the hopeful 
romantic inside of her.

BRIANNA BLASHILL
Brianna, who majored in English at Saddleback College, is transferring in the Fall to San Diego 
State University to pursue a career as an English teacher. Brianna is passionate about language 
and its ability to capture emotion. Her love for language inspires each and every one of her po-
ems. Contact her at bblashill3@saddleback.edu

CORTNEY BOONE 
Cortney attended Western Michigan University and currently attends Saddleback College. Ma-
jors of interest are English, Creative Writing/Literature, Psychology, and Studio Arts. When not 
working on her arts, she prefers to hang with her cats, Dr. George Meow Meow and Lily-Lou-
The-Destroyer, and her amazing husband, Charlie.

NAOMI CRANDALL
Naomi is working on obtaining her Associate in Arts for Communication Studies degree. She 
hopes to transfer to UCLA in 2022 to major in Communications and minor in Music Indus-
try. She has been writing songs since she was 15 and records/produces music with her siblings. 
https://afterthemillennialsband.com

J. FOX 
While currently attending Saddleback College, J. Fox is engaged in healing studies and attempt-
ing to excavate his voice from the ruins of disheveled memory and time. Though an artistic im-
pulse is infused within his blood and bones, he has a sporadic history of artistic expression. He 
hopes to remedy this in the next few years within the embrace of fortitude and courage. https://
www.instagram.com/one.thing.ata.time/ 
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CONTRIBUTOR BIOS

KENDALL HARPER
Kendall is studying environmental science at Saddleback College, in hopes to transfer to Uni-
versity of California, Santa Barbara. She dreams of teaching AP Environment classes after 
receiving her credentials. Kendall is not a writer, but she enjoys the literary arts and all it has to 
offer.

ADRIANA RIVAS 
Adriana Rivas is graduating from Saddleback College with an Associate of Arts degree in 
English Literature before she transfers to UCLA, with aspirations of becoming a professional 
editor or writer. “Ancestral Compass,” her poem in this year’s edition of WALL, is her first 
published work. 

ALEX ROLDAN
Alex Roldan is currently working towards a B.A. in Communications with a minor in Piano 
at Grand Canyon University. Previously, he was a student at Saddleback College, where he 
obtained an Associate of Arts degree in Liberal Studies. Alex is thrilled to be included in this 
year’s edition of WALL.

SEADONA TALOMA
Seadona is a philosophy major at Saddleback with a passion for spoken word poetry. She hopes 
to become a professor in the future and is driven by the idea of being able to bridge gaps be-
tween human experiences through art and poetry.

LAUREN VAN 
Lauren is currently studying environmental science at California State University, Long Beach, 
and is planning to contribute to environmental restoration. Previously, she was a student at 
Saddleback College, where she developed a love for learning and found many teachers to be 
eye-opening and inspiring. A future goal she is working towards is publishing her first collec-
tion of poetry; it has been a longtime hobby of hers as she has been crafting poems since before 
kindergarten. laurenbvpoetry@hotmail.com 

MARK VAN HOUTEN 
Mark retired from the practice of neurology in June 2018 and is now taking courses at Saddle-
back College for the sheer joy of learning. He obtained a doctorate in Neurosciences at Tufts 
University in Boston and a medical degree at McGill University in Montreal. He completed his 
neurology residency at UCLA. His hobbies are writing short stories and instrumental music, 
which can be found on his YouTube site, Mark Van Houten/Chamber Music.

SAVANNAH YOUNG 
Savannah has been a student at Saddleback College for the past three years and will be trans-
ferring to Savannah College of Art & Design later this year. While there, she plans to earn her 
bachelor’s degree in painting. In the meantime, Savannah enjoys teaching kids how to oil paint 
at Mary Von Lortz’ Sidestreet Gallery in San Clemente.
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FRANCISCO BENEDETTO 
Francisco, a 24-year-old student majoring in English at Saddleback College, is just getting 
started as a writer. He has no secure plans for his future and his only regret is that he’s not 
somebody else. Francisco doesn’t fear death; he just doesn’t want to be there when it happens. 
Auf Wiedersehen.

ESMERALDA FLORES CABRERA 
Esmeralda, a first-year student at Saddleback, is majoring in biology. This is the second time she 
has ever submitted a work of hers to a publication. 

CAROL HUYNH
Carol graduated from University of California, Irvine in 2013 with a B.S. degree and currently 
works as a preschool teacher with a deep appreciation for literature. This is her first submission 
to WALL. Carol has no previous experience in literary work but hopes to change that in the 
near future.

TRINITY SCOTT 
A double major in English Literature and Liberal Studies, Trinity plans to transfer to CSU 
Long Beach after completing her studies at Saddleback. She hopes to make a career out of her 
passion for reading and creative writing. 

JOHANNA VAN DEN ORDEL
Johanna is currently exploring various career avenues as she figures out where she wants to go 
and what she wants to do after her days at Saddleback College are done. She has been casually 
writing both original and transformative works off and on for years. In Fall 2020, she opted to 
try a creative writing class that has now led to actually working to publish original works for the 
first time. After years of putting only her transformative works online, publishing an original 
one in any capacity feels strange… but she likes it. Email for contact: johannavdo@mac.com

FICTION CONTRIBUTORS

WALL 2021
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KIMBERLY DZWONKOWSKI
Kimberly is a mom of three and a preschool teacher in Aliso Viejo, CA. A graduate of Skidmore 
College with a B.A. in English and Theatre, Kimberly recently returned to college at Saddleback 
to further her studies in Early Childhood Education. In her rare spare time, Kimberly is a fan 
of outdoor play and adventure, a midnight crafter, and a bad, but optimistic, baker who delights 
in mess, mistakes, and merriment.

ANN HYMES
Ann, a Mills College graduate, has authored numerous essays in The Christian Science Monitor 
Home Forum page and in literary journals. Her novel Shadow of Whimsy: A Cape Cod Love Story 
and the sequel Love & Lies: A Secret Memoir were published by Secant Publishing in 2016 and 
2020. Ann is a Southern California transplant, deciding between romance and a rescue dog.

JORGE NUILA
Jorge is currently working towards getting his bachelor’s degree in Philosophy. He does stand up 
comedy and loves to write emotionally impactful works. 

FRANK ROCHA 
Frank will be studying journalism at Humboldt State University this Fall. Before transferring, 
he was a student at Saddleback College, where he attained an Associate in Arts for Transfer 
in Journalism degree. He was a co-editor-in-chief for the Orange Appeal magazine; served as 
managing editor and social media manager for the Lariat newspaper; and worked as an assistant 
director and field reporter for OC News. In 2020, he was the journalism recipient of the Juli-
enne Callahan Greenspan Memorial Endowment for the Arts. Today, Frank enjoys spending 
time with his family when he can get the chance and relishes his new internship with Sports 
Media Co. doing what makes his life fulfilling: telling new stories and learning fascinating 
things along the way. He would like to thank those in his life who inspire him to pursue what 
he loves to do and makes him feel whole.   

PERSONAL NARRATIVE  
CONTRIBUTORS

CONTRIBUTOR BIOS
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SABA ANOUSHAHPOUR 
Saba attained her B.A. in graphic design from Azad University in Iran and moved to the United 
States in 2008. Her work experience encompasses being a freelance photographer as well as a graph-
ic designer for different companies both in Iran and the U.S. She is currently honing her skills as a 
professional photographer by taking classes at Saddleback College.

ALIS BAKIRCI
Alis, who created the illustration for the short story “Cross Not the Mother Owl,” is studying graphic 
design at Saddleback College. 

CHELSEY BENNETT
Chelsey is currently studying graphic design at Saddleback College and will graduate in the Spring 
of 2022 with both Associate of Art and Associate of Science degrees and three certificates. Chelsey, 
a member of the Phi Theta Kappa Honor Society, was the First Place and Grand Prize winner in the 
2015 Vital Link Digital Media Arts Competition: STEM and the Arts Showcase, Graphic Design 
and Digital Illustration. She is honored to have her artwork displayed in WALL Literary Journal. A 
forever student, Chelsey is a proud wife and mother of two beautiful children who keep her busy and 
laughing. In addition to being an avid reader who loves to garden, she is a seriously devoted Red Sox 
fan and Tom Brady enthusiast. 

JESSIE LEE BLEDSOE
Jessie is a portrait and fine art photographer based in Southern California. She is currently in her 
second year at Saddleback College working towards a degree in Photography. 

MANDANA BONAKDAR 
Mandana is currently studying English online at Saddleback College. Holding a master’s degree in 
IT Management from Salford University of Manchester, she used to teach IT as a university pro-
fessor. She published three books (The Analysis of Philosophy Aspects on IT Systems, E-Business, Revit 
Architecture) and also an article in an IT magazine. After her immigration to the United States, she 
decided to focus on painting as her favorite hobby. For the time being, Mandana is eager to teach art 
in charcoal and oil.

KAYLEE BOYD
Kaylee is currently studying architecture at California State Polytechnic University, Pomona. Before 
this, she was a student at Saddleback College, where her work was displayed in the campus gallery 
in Spring 2020. Kaylee enjoys painting abstract works in her free time and she designs unique spaces 
for architecture studios.

TARA DRAPIZA 
Alongside a lasting career in dance, Tara earned a B.S. in athletic training and certification as a Pilates 
instructor. Ever since childhood, she has willingly participated in movement and creation but feels 
she only fostered a true creative practice of her own while nurturing her first child. Her work consists 
of sustainable performance and visual pieces using specific environments and reclaimed materials.

ART & GRAPHIC ILLUSTRATIONS

WALL 2021
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CHRISSIE HANELINE
A 1984 graduate of Laguna Beach High School, Chrissie is currently studying photography at Sad-
dleback. She has been shooting photos for 40 years. Her images are on Instagram: @9265UNO 

CADE MEYERHOF-KATZ 
Cade is studying the arts at Saddleback College in preparation for an Associate degree in Graphic 
Design as well as taking classes for transfer. He has a passion for digital arts as well as an appreci-
ation for traditional arts. He thanks his family for their unending support in achieving his dreams 
of growing into a great artist. You can contact him through his email at cademeyerhof@gmail.com

MINDA
Her painting “Colors in the Sky” is Minda’s first acrylic work since playing with paint in elementary 
school. She has never taken professional painting classes.

ANNIE PARK
Annie is a custom fine jewelry designer and gemologist. She has an educational background in jew-
elry design/technology, bench jewelry, and gemology.

MEGAN PATTERSON
Megan is taking classes in art and creative writing at Saddleback College. This is her first time ever 
having an illustration published though she hopes it will not be the last. She aspires to one day create 
her own comic or video game.

ELAINE PIKE 
Elaine spent 23 years teaching English to second language students of all ages before resigning from 
her position in September 2019. Her resignation opened her calendar to enrolling in digital photog-
raphy classes, which she loves and actively pursues.

CERISE PLUMMER 
Cerise is an aspiring ceramic artist who creates decorative and functional ceramic pieces. After dab-
bling a bit in ceramics over the years, Cerise decided to study at Saddleback, where she ultimately 
discovered her underlying passion for clay while enrolled in the ceramics program. She is currently 
creating her ceramic art out of her home-based studio. Website: www.ceriseatelierceramics.com / 
Instagram: @cerise.atelier.ceramics / Email: cep_x2@yahoo.com 

CARLY RICHARDS
Carly enjoys drawing and graphic design as well as writing poetry. She appreciates the opportu-
nity to share her artistry on the pages of WALL.

ELLEN ROSE 
Ellen, a graduate of UCLA, has continued taking art classes at Saddleback College. Still very ac-
tive at 85, she continues showing in galleries (including a one-person show at IFAC, a four-artist 
show at Irvine College, and a two-person show at Riverside College in 2020) and takes commis-
sions. Says Rose, “If I can haul my art supplies up the hill from the parking lot, I’ll see you in class 
next year!” www.ellenroseart.com

CONTRIBUTOR BIOS
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AVI SADHU 
Avi has been taking fine art classes at Saddleback and Irvine Valley colleges. Before this, he had a ca-
reer in Information Technology. He also has a master’s degree in Electrical Engineering. In addition 
to creating his own paintings, which have won him awards, he volunteers at art-related events and 
social organizations. He has served as the vice president of programs for the Saddleback Art League. 
Avi enjoys photography and creating works of art in watercolor and oil as well as travel, golf, and 
bridge. Email: avisadhu@yahoo.com

KAILA SNELLING 
Kaila graduated from Aliso Niguel High School and is currently a sophomore at Saddleback with 
hopes to transfer and major in marketing. She enjoys drawing as a hobby and admires all forms of 
art. Her dream job is to be an actor.

SIERRA SULLIVAN 
Sierra is an accomplished fashion model of over 25 years who has lived in eight countries. Now a 
single mom who is nearly deaf, she is attending college for the first time in her life and is already a 
member of the Phi Theta Kappa Honor Society. She is pursuing her passion for photography and 
interior design while working towards her Interior Design Level III certificate. She hopes to one day 
combine her talents and open an atelier offering various services in photography and interior design/
decorating while creating her own products for her brand.

BRIANA THALLMAYER
Briana is currently enrolled at Saddleback College, working toward an Associate in Arts for Transfer 
degree in Studio Arts. She has been creating art for five years and hopes to pursue a career where her 
passions can be expressed. This is her first publication but definitely not her last. Check out Briana’s 
work on Instagram: @amethyst.art 

DAVID THOMPSON 
David is currently studying and working towards an Associate degree in Graphic Design at Saddle-
back College. From working as a graphic designer and t-shirt printer to designing logos for clients, 
he constantly pushes himself to learn new skills to further develop his artistic style. Illustrating the 
personal narrative “The Hat” provided a wonderful opportunity to explore new mediums, such as 
scratchboard etchings.

EDWARD TOBAR 
A high school senior who was dual-enrolled at Saddleback College, Edward graduated this year and 
will attend California State University, Fullerton in the Fall. He plans to major in Art and strives to 
become an animation artist. Edward enjoys digital painting using computer software as he likes to 
illustrate character portraits for his friends’ D&D campaigns and he likes to design his own custom 
stickers.

ANDREA VASQUEZ
Andrea has taken art classes throughout middle and high school. After graduating in 2018, she de-
cided to continue her art education in college. By the end of this year, she is hoping to graduate with 
an Associate degree in Art and start a career as an illustrator.

JACQUELYN ZAPER
Jacquelyn is finishing her Associate degree in Graphic Design at Saddleback College, where she has 
been taking classes part-time for a few years. She has a love of both fine arts and fun, colorful graphic 
work. By the end of the year, she is hoping to build her list of freelance clients and work on design 
full-time. 
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TAKE IT TO THE WALL 
Submissions for the 2022 edition of WALL Literary Journal are being accepted 

through January 25, 2022. Each work must be an original, unpublished piece submitted 
by a Saddleback College student enrolled Spring 2021, Summer 2021, Fall 2021, or 
Spring 2022. For a submission form and guidelines, please go to the WALL Literary 
Journal website at www. wallaliteraryjournal.org

Students who submit their work will receive a confirmation via email. Members 
of the WALL staff read and review each work based on criteria devised for each genre 
(fiction, poetry, personal narrative, and art). Selections are typically completed by mid-
April.  Students will be notified by the staff on whether their work has been chosen to 
be featured in the 2022 edition. 

In October, contributing writers and artists share their work with the campus 
community through a public reading at Saddleback College. Writers read either their 
entire work or excerpts from it. Artists discuss the creative process behind their work. 
Some of the pieces are presented in an oral interpretation by students in the Speech 
Department.

WALL Literary Journal has been honored with First Place awards in nationwide 
literary magazine competitions since 2012.  Recognition for the publication includes 
Most Outstanding Community College Literary-Art Magazine for the 2017 and 
2018 issues from the American Scholastic Press Association. The Community College 
Humanities Association honored the 2017 edition of WALL with a 1st Place Award 
in the Pacific Western Division. The journal received a Literary Arts Magazine 
Pacemaker Finalist Award from the Associated Collegiate Press in 2020.

JOIN US ON OUR JOURNEY
If you are interested in being involved hands on in producing WALL, enroll in 

ENGLISH 160: Literary Magazine, a 3-unit class that focuses on creating our award-
winning literary journal. Staff members are responsible for reviewing and selecting 
student submissions; layout and design; copy editing and proofing; and publicity. 
Students on staff have the opportunity to have one of their own pieces published 
in the magazine. We seek students in English, Creative Writing, Journalism, Art, 
Photography, and Graphic Design, but the class is open to all students and no 
experience is necessary. For further details about the class, which is held every Spring, 
please contact Professor Gina Shaffer by phone at (949) 582-4544 or via email at 
gshaffer@saddleback.edu. You may also check for information on the WALL websites 
at www.saddleback.edu/la/Wall and www.wallaliteraryjournal.org


