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Editor’s Note
This publication has been a labor of love and has required so many hours from
people both in and out of Mosaic staff. We are incredibly grateful for the companionship
and patience that we’ve received from everyone involved. Furthermore, we’d like to thank
the contributors for not only the wonderful submissions to this journal, but also for their
loyalty to Mosaic and for sticking with us through our ups and downs over the past several
years.
As this year and volume come to a close, we are confident that future staff and
contributors will keep Mosaic running long after our time with it. We would like to thank
the Mosaic staff of 2019-2020 who have worked hard to publish our edition and theirs in
one year. If it wasn’t for Nicole Francis and Alyssa Gonzalez, this edition would have never
been completed.
There are only so many ways we can say thank you, but we truly mean it from the
bottom of our hearts—thanks to our contributors and staff for everything.
With love,
		Rema Shbaita
Sincerest thanks,
		Sabrina Finke
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What Does the Egret Regret?

Tom Moffat, to some, is remembered as a community hero. A pillar of fortitude
waylaid by the forces of the night who unleashed their tethered jackals, teeth gnashing
and mouths frothing, to sic him. Tom Moffat was torn down and the edifice he tried to
protect for the sake of the community was torn down with him. It takes a man of a certain
steel to do what Tom Moffat did, steel cast in the forges of Vulcan, sent down from on
high and injected into Tom Moffat’s veins, coursing through his body making him an immutable force of nature, who was only struck down because of the immense greed of the
unfeeling, soulless, perverse desires of a shadowy world that stops at nothing to remake
the world of light in its own image. It takes a man of resolve to go on a hunger strike to
defend something he loves.
Despite his final days, Tom Moffat wasn’t always a mighty bulwark. In fact, it
was only because of his last stand that he had any relevance in the hearts of mind of the
community, and a page in one particularly enamored phogie’s scrapbook. For all intents
and purposes, Tom Moffat was a normal man. He worked a desk job that he didn’t particularly like, but paid for his cozy mid-century house on Palm Street that he, his wife,
and two children occupied. Tom Moffat enjoyed simple things: shaves where he didn’t
get nicked, taking his pants off after a long day, and going to the Roscoe’s Chicken and
Waffles on Lake Avenue.
It was for Roscoe’s Chicken and Waffles Tom Moffat died. I do not know if Roscoe’s Chicken and Waffles was worth dying for, as I am a vegetarian and the only time
I ever ate there I only had mashed potatoes, which resulted in me being violently ill. I
was nine and had to sleep it off on the pull out couch because my uncle was visiting from
North Carolina and was sleeping in my bed. Anyways, I have nothing to do with this story. When the news reached Tom Moffat that they would be tearing Roscoe’s Chicken and
building a hotel, anger boiled up, hot and viscous, exploding in violent rosettes in front
of his eyes. Tom Moffat had no need for a hotel five minutes from his house. Tom Moffat
had every need for a Roscoe’s Chicken and Waffles five minutes from his house. So, Tom
Moffat took up arms and beseeched his local lawmakers to save the venerated institution.
But, whether the lawmakers had cotton balls in their ears or they saw the economic gain
from the construction of a hotel far outweighing the negatives of taking away one Roscoe’s Chicken and Waffles, they didn’t listen. Beside’s, there were plenty of other
Roscoe’s Chicken and Waffles that Angelinos, and suburbanites who considered themselves Angelinos, could go and glut themselves to their heart’s content. Tom Moffat didn’t
want to go to another Roscoe’s Chicken and Waffles, he wanted to go to the one five min-
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utes from his house. So, on the day of planned demolition of the restaurant, Tom Moffat
chained himself to the front entrance and declared that he wouldn’t be eating or leaving
until there was guaranteed protection for Roscoe’s Chicken and Waffles.
He should have known that his endeavors would all be in vain. That in the bigger
picture, one grease trap was just a drop in the pond, that there were so many experiences
beyond a simple dining experience. If Tom Moffat had ever seen the aurora borealis, he
might have reconsidered holding a hunger strike to save Roscoe’s Chicken and Waffles.
Tom Moffat had never been far enough north to see the aurora Borealis. He had never
been farther North than Coos Bay, Oregon. He didn’t like Coos Bay all that much. He
thought it smelled vaguely of cottage cheese. Still, he bought a postcard from a tackle
shop that read Fish you were here. The postcard from Coos Bay had a picture of Coos
Bay on it. How appropriate. Tom Moffat sent the postcard to his wife. I have no idea if
Tom Moffat really did wish his wife was there with him in Coos Bay, where it smells
vaguely of cottage cheese.
Nobody in the town of Altadena knew about Tom Moffat’s trip to Coos Bay, but
they certainly knew how hard he fought to save Roscoe’s Chicken and Waffles. They
were grateful for that. While the community valued the presence of Roscoe’s Chicken and
Waffles, they didn’t care all that much whether it stayed or went. What they cared about
was Tom Moffat’s resolve. In a world filled with apathy and malaise, the sight of a man
putting his life on the line for something he believed in immensely inspired the residents
of Altadena. Resolve is something one rarely gets to witness. I myself have never had the
privilege of seeing resolve in action. Everything in my life has folded like a lawn chair
under the heft of time.
Altadena was glad to see resolve, to see a man become so invested in a standing
establishment of the community. However, Alisa Moffat had wished that the resolve her
husband found had been directed to herself and two children and the care of their two
children. She wished that he wouldn’t have traded in birthdays, graduations, intimate
moments, winters, trips to the post-office, and bouts of laughter all for one restaurant. A
restaurant that had plenty of other locations. It’s a shame no one cared about what Alisa
Moffat had to say on the subject. If they had listened, for even just a second, they might
have seen her resolve. The hunger strike lasted twelve days. Alisa Moffat’s pain was
infinite.
*****
She considered making another sandwich.
For the past eleven days, Alisa Moffat had made a sandwich and brought it to her
husband who had chained himself in front of Roscoe’s Chicken and Waffles. He wasn’t
eating. It was a hunger strike, he said. He condescendingly informed her that one of the
key tenets of hunger strikes was refusing to eat and that, instead of making sandwiches
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with too much mayo, she could do something productive for his cause like mockup and
distribute pamphlets. He even told her there was a great instructional course on how to
use Adobe InDesign that could guide her in the right direction. He claimed that a clear
aesthetic direction was essential in any social movement.
Ultimately, Alisa decided that sandwiches were not going to save her husband
from himself. To the best of my knowledge, no one has ever snapped out of a spell of
insanity upon consumption of a sandwich. If I ever end up instigating a hostage situation,
I hope the negotiators would have the vision to remind me that there is a whole world of
sandwiches to be eaten. But I am not Tom Moffat.
After the fourth day, Alisa Moffat tried to pretend that everything was normal. She
sent her daughter and son back to school, ensuring them that everything would be alright
and their father would come to his senses. He wouldn’t ever come to what a traditional
person might call “his senses.” The people of Altadena thought Tom Moffat had all the
sense in the world trying to protect Roscoe’s Chicken and Waffles, but one has to call into
question if those people who put Tom Moffat on a pedestal had any sense themselves.
It is difficult to make sense of the senseless. Alisa Moffat tried to do this by refusing to
believe that Tom Moffat truly abdicated his senses, that deep down, there was a kernel of
rationality that would reawaken his better judgment. If there was a kernel, it went unpopped.
The ingredients for a sandwich were laid out on the granite countertop. When they
first moved into the the house, Tom Moffat insisted on Granite countertops. “They ooze
elegance,” he said. There was no elegance in the sandwich Alisa Moffat was making. It
was all regret and mayo. She couldn’t bring herself to make the Sandwich. She threw
away the mayo covered bread and put the rest of the ingredients. She sighed in exasperation as she tied the bread bag shut, as her son had lost the ever so crucial twist tie that
seals in freshness. I am guilty of losing the twist tie many times. I am really trying to
change, but it is difficult.
For the twelfth day in a row, Alisa took the keys to the Hyundai Elantra--which
Tom Moffat bought after the salesman assured him it oozed elegance, only at a Hyundai price--sat in the driver’s seat for ten minutes gathering herself for the fight ahead of
her, then drove off to try and convince her husband that it was time for the cows to come
home. It was a shame that Tom Moffat was that dangerous breed of cow who is totally
content with not returning to the barn, despite the negative ramifications it may have on
the rest of the herd. Alisa pulled out of her driveway, and soon enough was cruising down
the broad streets of
Altadena. She rolled down the windows and the smell of deodars greeted her. If
it wasn’t for the grim nature of the drive, it would have been quite pleasant. Alisa Moffat
was ded focused on her destination. She didn’t have time for thinking about how lovely the trees smelt. She didn’t even have time to think about how wonderful it was that
her daughter was recently cast as tree number two in the second grade play--which was
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hailed as an emotionally packed performance by those who found a critical evaluation of
second grade theater necessary. Alisa Moffat wasn’t the type of person who usually got
consumed by one thing. In fact she usually had two or three creative projects going at a
time. Alisa Moffat especially liked to write poetry, although Tom Moffat said poetry was
for the birds. Incidentally, Alisa Moffat wrote poetry about birds. She kept on revisiting
the image of an egret wading through an estuary, the boundary between river and ocean,
and upon reaching the waters of the ocean, looks back in regret. An egret with regret. Alisa got a kick out of a wistful bird, although she had no idea about what a bird would have
to regret. I would like to fill in why the egret may have felt regret, if I may. It is perhaps
the realization that the egret had no power to change the flow of the river, no power to
keep the water fresh. But then I ask myself, why should a bird care about the salinity of
the water it wades in? I don’t know anymore about the intention behind the poems than
Alisa Moffat. I should though, I wrote this after all.
Alisa Moffat arrived in the Roscoe’s Chicken and Waffles parking lot, where she
was greeted by the salivating media corps, hungry for a interview with the heroic wife
of the heroic man. Alisa Moffat tried to duck around the extended microphones, but a
surprisingly firm grasp steered her in front of a camera.
“Are my teeth clean Jack?” inquired channel five’s own Becca Lopez. “Are my
p’s popping?” She made several plosives sounds, still maintaining a steady clamp on Alisa Moffat.
“We are cutting you in five,” the cameraman jack said, continuing to count down
silently on his fingers.
“Thanks so much Chris,” Becca Lopez acknowledged the anchor back in the studio. “I’m here with the wife of Tom Moffat, the man who is so heroically laying his life
on for a beloved
community institution. It truly takes a man of great resolve to go on a hunger strike for
something he loves. Are you proud of your husband?”
Alisa Moffat didn’t know what to say to this. She stared directly into the camera,
mind searching for the answer if to whether or not she was proud that her husband had
decided to starve himself all for some fried chicken.
“What do you think will help encourage him in his battle?” Becca Lopez said,
intervening on the silence.
“I would tell people to encourage him to come home. He has done quite enough
already.” As she said this, she became terribly self aware of the fact that she hadn’t put on
makeup or showered in the past two days. Millions of people could be watching her right
now, judging her for not looking like the proper wife of a town hero. Town hero. Alissa
Moffat still couldn’t believe this was the narrative that was being spun.
“But he is home. Here in Altadena, where he was born and raised. Do you not
think of Altadena as a home worth protecting?” Becca Lopez clearly had her angle, and
had sunk her teeth into Alisa Moffat’s vulnerability.

10

“I don’t want to do this interview. Thank you.” Alisa Moffat left mid interview to
the chagrin of Becca Lopez. I admire the strength of Alisa Moffat for leaving the interview, lord knows I would stay on for the attention.
Alisa Moffat worked her way past the police barricade. She warmly greeted the
officer who had been stationed there for several days of Tom Moffat’s hunger strike. He
had been very kind to her, saying that he was sure that Tom Moffat wouldn’t get hungry
after thinking about chicken and waffles for so long, and come on home. The officer assumed far too much, as Tom Moffat was going to die that very day.
Alisa Moffat approached Tom Moffat, who had chained himself down in front of
the main entrance. Tom Moffat had a slight paunch before the whole affair, but his hungry
body ate that away, leaving a shell of the man who used to be. He had dark circles around
his eyes. Eyes that looked as they were completely untethered to any tangible reality.
Alisa Moffat didn’t even know if this was her husband anymore. Who was this man who
only cared about chicken and waffles? But it made alisa Moffat think, did he ever care
about anything? He did good things, but
nothing that wasn’t expected of him. He did the minimum. Alisa Moffat wondered when
the minimum became enough. Did he love her? Did he really wish she was there with
him in Coos Bay? If he did he wanted her in a place that smelled like cottage cheese.
Alisa Moffat has a strong distaste for cottage cheese, as do I.
She got on her knees so she could speak with Tom Moffat with greater ease.She
put a hand on his shoulder. He was unresponsive, not even looking at her.
“Tom,” Alisa said, with barely restrained sorrow in her voice, the type of sorrow
the Carthaginians must have felt upon seeing their city burned and their fields salted,
“it’s time to come home.” No response. “Please Tom, your children need you. I need you.
How are we going to survive without you?” Tom Moffat lackadaisically lolled his head to
face his wife.
“That seems like your problem, doesn’t it?”
Alisa started to cry. I would have started to cry too, if my spouse told me something like that. I am not worried about that happening, as I am not married.
“How can you say that?” Alisa Moffat choked through sobs. “How can you say
that to me? I’m your wife. Doesn’t that count for anything? Did all the time we spent
together mean nothing to you? Answer me you son of a bitch!”
“I don’t owe you anything, Alisa.”
“Yes you do.” Alisa Moffat was at least relieved he knew her name.
“I have found a higher purpose.”
“A higher purpose Tom? A higher purpose? You call defending this shitty restaurant a higher purpose?”
“Don’t you dare call Roscoe’s Chicken and Waffles shitty. Don’t you fucking
dare.”
“It’s just a grease trap. Nothing more nothing less. There are hundreds of other
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restaurants like it in Los Angeles. You could go to anyone of them, but you are choosing
to give your life for this one. Why?”
“I wouldn’t expect you to understand. You’ve always been closed minded, Alisa.”
This accusation penetrated Alisa Moffat like a knife. She had no idea in what
ways she had been closed minded.
“Tom, please come home. I’m begging you. Do you think I want to be here? Do
you think I want to be begging my husband to get off the fucking ground and go back
to his normal life? This is painful, Tom. This is so painful. You say you found a higher
calling. What on earth could be a higher calling than your wife and your kids? This is
always how it is Tom. You think you know everything. You think you have all the fucking
answers. You think the meaning of life is fried chicken? I don’t think so. I don’t know if
there is any meaning to life, this whole fucking conundrum has really made me question
that. But I know that if there is any meaning, it certainly isn’t here. This doesn’t make
sense. This doesn’t make even the slightest bit of sense. Two weeks ago you were the
normal, same old Tom. But now you see yourself as some prophet. You think you are
doing this town any favors by trying to save this dump? Is that why you are doing this?
So you’ll be regarded as some sort of community hero? Congratulations, you succeeded.
Now come home. Just come home, Tom.” Alisa Moffat completely broke down after
these words. The last words she would ever say to Tom Moffat.
“I am done speaking with you. You can go if you want.” There wasn’t a trace of
humanity in Tom’s voice. I sometimes dream of the type of ice cold voice Tom Moffat
spoke with.
The police officer drew near and whispered something in Alisa Moffat’s ear and
gently lead her away. She cried harder and harder upon hearing the news the officer delivered. The end had come.
The bulldozer that had been waiting for a go ahead since day one jolted into life.
It trepidatiously moved forward, giving one final chance to give up the ghost. Tom Moffat
was unmoving. It was lucky that Tom Moffat had removed himself from pain, because if
he had still been feeling, every inch of his body would have been in a world of agony.
Alisa Moffat screamed, feeling every bit of pain that her husband should have
been feeling.
I’m sorry Alisa. I’m sorry for causing you so much pain.
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Ben Nardolilli

The forgiven past
is a foreign past
and I don’t have
a passport to go there

Dividing Lines

Not that I would go,
sneaking in illegally
or passing legally
through paperwork
I am a citizen
of a sour present,
my right to sulk
protected by its laws
What do other lands
offer me?
What role do they
present to a traveler?
This country gives me
cynical comforts
and angry anthems
I am familiar with
Loyally indignant,
I return all invitations
and hide from envoys
behind bitter borders
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Shanda Connolly

along came a spider

Anastasia’s momma always told her that they lived in the finest mobile home
community in all Apache Junction. Anastasia smiled to herself, proud, as she remembered
her mother’s words while she waited on Ellsworth and Broadway for the bus to take her
back to the trailer where she lived with her grandma. She’d just finished her weekly piano
lesson with Shirley Wilson, the accompanist at the Church of the Nazarene. After school
every day, she practiced for at least an hour and was Miss Wilson’s star pupil.
Anastasia daydreamed about leaving Arizona for Hollywood when she’d graduate from high school in seven and one-half years. She’d be a famous actress, a corporate
lawyer, maybe a dentist. While she looked off at the horizon of the red rock Superstition
Mountains and practiced the cadenza from Chopin’s “Raindrop Prelude” on her thighs, a
rusted black Fiat convertible pulled up to the bus stop.
“Hey sugar,” the man said, as he looked through mirrored lenses that were
cracked on one side along the edge. He was forty-something, grinning big, in a red plaid
flannel shirt that was several sizes too big for him, with thick dark hair that stood out
several inches from his head.
She ignored him and continued to practice the final measures of the “Raindrop
Prelude,” and paused just before the last chord, as Miss Wilson suggested. Miss Wilson
had been giving Anastasia lessons for five years and started giving them to her for free after Anastasia’s mother died last year. By now, Anastasia had a nice repertoire, with some
of Chopin’s Preludes, as well
as Beethoven’s “Fur Elise” and “Moonlight Sonata.”
“That’s a pretty dress you got on, sugar.” He smacked his lips.
She still looked away. Her sundress was pretty, in pale buttercream eyelet, even if
she did get it at the big Goodwill up in Mesa.
The man opened the car door, walked to the bench with a little two-step dance,
and sat down next to Anastasia. She tensed and scooted away from him. He smelled like
liniment and cigarettes.
“Now sweetheart, don’t be shy.” He put his arm across the back of the bench and
leaned closer to look at the white satin ribbon in her hair. “Why don’t you let me take you
for some ice cream?” he said, as he ran a finger down the back of her light brown ponytail.
She stiffened for a moment, but something seemed familiar about his voice.
“Chad Hunter? Is that you!?”
The man’s chin flinched, but he kept smiling.
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laugh.

“Uhh . . . how is that you happened to know my name, darlin’?” He let out a little

“It is you! I knew it! I used to watch ‘Zuma Beach’ every day after school with
my
momma. It was on KTAZ from 4:00 to 5:00.” She turned toward him. “Mom and I loved
your character, Danny Zappia. You were the coolest one!”
“Heh, I can’t believe they still even air that show.” He raised his eyebrows and
shook his head. “Well, I’ll be. That was maybe 25 years ago.”
“Well, Mom used to watch it back when she was in high school,” Anastasia said.
“Then I watched the reruns with her when she was sick with the cancer a few years back . .
.”
“Ain’t that something!”
“Yeah, Mom said everything in the show was just like it is in Los Angeles -- everybody is good-lookin’ and dresses real nice. She went there with the swing choir her
junior year, so she really knew,” she said, excited. “She even said she met you and you
looked exactly like my pa -- if he hadn’t died when I was a baby. But I’ve never seen any
pictures of him, so I always took her word for it.”
The man shifted and looked over his shoulder.
“So whatever are you doin’ here in Apache Junction?” she asked.
“Oh, I’m just helping out a friend of mine up the road, with his business.” He
cleared his throat and stood. “You know, until I get another TV gig.”
Anastasia scooted to the edge of her seat, ready to get up, too. “Did you say you
wanted to get some ice cream, Mr. Hunter?”
“You know, sugar, I’m really sorry -- I just remembered I need to go pick up
something for my friend’s business.” He bolted to his car and said, before getting in,
“You take good care of yourself, sweetheart, you hear?”
Anastasia watched the car speed away until it became a black dot far down Broadway, then leaned back on the bench. Her eyes started to fill with water, then dried. She
didn’t really want any ice cream anyway. And Momma always said too many sweets
make you fat. Besides, Chad Hunter didn’t look so good anymore, kind of dirty and shabby, not at all like her pa would look now if he were alive. She took a deep breath and let
it out -- where was that stupid bus? She wanted to get home to study for her social studies
test tomorrow.
She looked up again at the Superstition Mountains and watched the long shadows
creep down the sides as the late afternoon sun began to set. The blood red rocks reached
up as if to grab the faint purple clouds floating like candy floss just above them in the
pink sky. At her feet, a tiny breeze lifted up some dust and whisked it around. Finally,
from the distance where the Fiat had disappeared, the Valley Metro 30 East pulled up to
the stop and, as it opened its doors, gave a long, affirmative yawn.
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Cassandra Bristow

Women Writers and Me

in lukewarm water, prepared to slice open my [redacted]
forbidden fruit, i thought of how selfish Sylvia Plath was
to bake in a Kenmore while her children were upstairs.
she wouldn’t speak to me because of this.

in lukewarm water, Virginia Woolf appeared at my bath side
and spilled in saltwater to remind me of home (i am her mermaid,
she is my siren). i asked her if her husband mourned her.
she said she hoped he didn’t, for then she could never
forgive the madness that led to her descent.
in lukewarm water, Dorothy Parker told me she’d felt helpless
in a cunning tongue.
in a plain and simple one she told me to get help.
in lukewarm water, Iris Chang saw my uncle in the section of hell
where people who shot a bullet through their brain go. she told me
he wanted me to know he was sorry he’d never met me.
he should have waited until 2000 to put the revolver in his mouth,
or never have done it at all.
in lukewarm water, Elise Cowen asked me why i idolized the
Beats so much (“i knew them, she said, “and still jumped out
a window. you don’t belong in any era except your own.”)
i shrugged, she laughed, and pulled me out of the tub.
that was the last time i attempted suicide.
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Mikayla Morell

Gluten

Curled locks of auburn came before you
undressed my scalp and clothed it in anemic
strands of brown. Shriveled six year old
knee caps begged you
for relief. I didn’t believe in God
or Santa because they never gave me new
patellas. You made me
afraid to kiss boys. Cooties were Chips Ahoy
crumbs sloughing off their lips
to my intestines. I couldn’t
hand them a bottle of Listerine.
I choked on Philly soft
pretzel dough and avoided parties
at Chuck E Cheese. If you had
intestines I would braid them
to your stomach like knotted necklaces
in a jostled jewelry box, pendant
lumps lodged into your liver.
I’ll oil my limbs before
the halftime show. If you
plant the tumors, I’ll grow.
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Mikayla Morell

19 Birthdays

The first thing is the cannula dent
in her upper lip attempted

to be covered with a pale foundation.
I only see it because I’m looking.
I learned her middle name
gathering six points
for the DMV. Alice,
in typewriter font on my father’s
birth certificate. Three years have passed.
The rosary, caged in her chilled
hands. I wish someone told me
she would be cold. She used to stop by
on birthdays with a card and a quick
goodbye. After the first five,
I received them by mail.
I have forgotten the font
of her handwriting,
I have her last text saved.
I still expect birthday cards,
she never forgot a birthday.
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Mckenna Christian
Battered chicken leg,
bruised peach.
Rotting stems and spots of mold
glisten like a morning gaze,
with pupils that hold the memory
of the season we sent our
handheld wooden boat
down the creek’s three-foot-tall
waterfall and caught crawdads
having dinner with their family
beneath our feet.

Orchard

I used my glance as
a huddle with you for warmth;
a look that cuts
not glass but rubber—
let’s just dress up as opposites
for Halloween,
unless you want to be
an alien again.
Maybe one Sunday
when we wear
age-speckled skin
we can dip our toes in the reservoir
where we’d skate over winter when
the world was just one big piece.
Mention that time—
dad was sick
I showered in thyroid illustrations
and you sat
on the sectional couch
watching The Simpsons,
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batting your eyes
in an attempt to
count how many pieces of me
dripped from your teeth.
The sprinkler was on
in the front yard,
we laid on the pavement
the simmering sun
to dry our worming bodies
after the rain.
Is it called baby blue
because robin eggs
get painted like frozen breath
at dawn
and babies sprout from
those freckles?
We Met in San Diego
Cracked nail-beds
and fitted sheets
smell of winds
rolled in
from distant grasslands.
They hang alongside
delicate
fleshy hands, draped over
twine clothesline.
Those palms
best for cradling
wounds
on each fingertip,
marked red
with rope-burn
when I shadowed his wave
and asked for a goodbye.
Hung
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on each corner
with wooden clothespins—
laundry drenched
from a wave
that slammed my cheek into
the shore-bank,
dusty and with
corpses
of the water’s children.
Nose full
lungs filled
submerged beneath a betrayal—
a persistent pressure of a palm
and a consistent stream of
moonlight.
I lay down to sleep,
dream on his words—
they work their way
into my hair
straightening my yellow ringlets.
He preferred candor
to twists of my curls
and turns of my mood.
boy—
I am the cause of your distaste
you shutter at the sight of my thighs
yet you drink to excess,
drunk on the liquor between them.
You hate jack daniel’s—
demand his name and shriek
how long have you been seeing him?
I can only help but
grasp at lapping water
and
sink.
I have no means
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to paddle, stay afloat,
when my carpal bones were
placed between my molars
and grinded into a fine soil
ladled like sleep into my skull.
My lashes hold the beach inside,
even as sand drips from
my nostrils—
the cremated remains of snails
and seagulls.
Muzzled trust
takes the sky’s stars and
throws them at my back—
back to the ocean.
He knew very well
that water stultifies their shine.
That boy replaced
the food of carnations
and conifer trees
with apprehension,
as I got lost
in the hedged mazes
of his thumbprint.
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Aimee Campos

A Shedding in Fall

Your father is passed out on the living room sofa, and your mother has decided
today she will do spring cleaning. It is October 3rd. You usually love this time of the year,
but lately everything has felt out of place. The leaves falling from the trees do nothing
to better your mood, in fact, the mess of it all is getting on your nerves. The leaves stick
to the bottom of your shoes and you have to peel them off and get gunk on your hands.
Now, you stand in the kitchen and listen to your mother moving around upstairs.
A car alarm goes off outside. A new bug bite is bulging out of your elbow. You
swat at it.You imagine the bug biting into your skin with a resounding crunch, like an
apple.
Your father snores, loudly. The time has come for him to look for another job, but
your mom doesn’t say anything. He has oozed open onto the living room sofa since he
was laid off in April. At first it was fine, fun even. You didn’t get to see your father due
to long hours, and suddenly he was there. Mom was at work and Matthew was too busy
enjoying senior year and the last summer before college with his friends, so your father
latched onto you. And he would call out hello every time you got home from school, ask
you what homework you were working on, and decided he wanted to make his special
grilled cheese and banana sandwiches for dinner. Your father loved when it was just you
and him in the house. Your father liked to take you to the park with a soccer ball. Even
though you couldn’t block a goal to save your life. Just get the blood flowing, that’s it!
He’d buy you a soft serve afterward, from the supermarket where your mom is currently
wasting her hours away for a small paycheck large enough to cover the electricity and
put groceries in the fridge. He clung to you because as your mom whispered to you while
your father slept on the living room couch, all of his work friends were giving him the
cold shoulder since he’d gotten laid off. “He just needs to rest for a bit, lick his wounds,
and spend time with his family.” Your mom wasn’t worried about your father taking the
time off.
“Let’s watch a movie.” Some old western he loved and you slept through.
“Let’s have ice cream for breakfast, but don’t tell your mother.” His favorite ice
cream, chocolate chip mint. You thought it was like eating toothpaste but didn’t want to
hurt his feelings.
“Here’s a ten, tell Matthew to take you for a burger.” Obviously your college-bound brother was too cool to take you, but it was just fun to have your dad at home
watching over you in that sense. When school let out for the summer, your dad was still
out of work. You didn’t worry about it. You were too busy thinking about other things,
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like the fact that the one and only Jesse, your massive crush since forever, had wished
you a great summer.
Summer passed by in a sweaty blur of you and your dad playing cards in the living room, eating fluorescent neon popsicles until your fingers were the same color as the
blue running shorts your father hadn’t changed out of since he’d ditched his suit and tie
the last night he’d shown up from work. Then there was the television. Your father loved
to sit on the living room sofa, the couch cushion pattern imprinting onto the back of his
neck and his arms.
When your brother had left for college, your mother was the one to cry and wave
him off at the front door. Your father sat on the sofa and started watching celebrity reality
television shows instead of cooking shows. “Lucas! Lucas! Help Matthew with his things
please.” Your mother had called out to your father. You’d stood at the end of the stairs
and stretched your neck to see your father lifting an arm weakly from the couch before
sinking in further. Matthew had waved off your mom and yelled goodbye to your father
before slamming the door shut behind him, struggling with his suitcases but ignoring
your mom’s outstretched hands.
That week your mom started coaxing your father to get off the sofa, maybe take
a walk around the neighborhood, or call some of his old work connections and see if
perhaps they’d heard about a new job. But your father had let her words go in one ear and
exit out the other.
Now, your father exists in a placid unchanging matter. The living room is his purgatory, where he slumps down on the sofa, a popsicle or bag of chips in one hand, and his
eyes glaze over while he looks at the screen. Your mother is working extra shifts at the
supermarket to make ends meet. She tells you things will look up soon enough with your
father, but you doubt it. At this rate, you decide that you’ll get a job now, too. The only
sounds coming from the living room are your father’s teeth grinding down potato chips,
or the volume on the television climbing up. “Can you stop being such a selfish beep and
just let me talk?” You watch him some nights before you go to bed but he’s frozen, his
glazed eyes staring at the screen, mouth partly open, hand lost in a chip bag or gripping
the remote.
School is another story. You tell your friends everything is fine. Laugh with them
about your history teacher who reminds you of a cabbage patch doll, and gossip about
Mr. Perez and Mrs. Thomsen, two married English teachers who are definitely having an
illicit affair. Discover Jesse in your English class and sit behind him so he can ask how
your summer was and end up exchanging numbers for homework. This fills you with a
grin-busting joy momentarily, but you think of telling Jesse about your father, or even
worse, Jesse standing in your living room and seeing your father. So you keep pretending
your father is at work, and complain to your friends and Jesse that your father is being
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uber annoying about school starting up again and how you have to start thinking about
colleges even if you’re barely a sophomore. How he’s left pamphlets for NYU and Harvard on your bed when you get home. Go on trips with your mom to the secondhand shop
to buy clothes for school and any school supplies they have, while the unpaid bills become a mountain on the kitchen countertop. You pass yourself off as your mom because
she’s at work when you call the electricity and water companies to get payment extensions so as not to get those cut again. Listen to your mom make plans for a big family
trip once she saves up enough money. Maybe New York. Maybe Jamaica, or Italy. Maybe
she won’t even have to work long, once your father gets back on his feet, she can quit.
You let her talk and hope and prefer not to think about your father literally rotting on the
couch.
You notice the peeling before your mother. It’s during one of your final attempts
to make contact with your father, but he’s asleep. The television blares on. He breathes
heavily, and a curl of skin slides off the top of the sofa towards the carpet, almost translucent. It’s November 1st and the cold season has arrived, sharp and cold. You have come
and gone from school bundled in your mother’s attempts at knitting, particularly an overly orange scarf that is becoming undone but it’s the least itchy of them all. Your mother is
gone by the time you arrive home from school.
You watch as another three skin peels drift towards the carpet. Your father shifts,
groans, but doesn’t wake up. You get up from the recliner and move to turn off the television, when your father stirs. It is only a moment, and his eyes flit open. He looks at you
like he’s seeing you for the first time, surprised. “How was school?” He blinks slowly, his
eyes landing on your hand inching towards the television’s power button.
You say it’s fine, hand falling away from the television. Your father nods. He leans
back against the couch, scratching his neck. Long white shavings begin to gather in a pile
on the cushion next to him. You ask him how he is, but he’s completely lost in the celebrity dating match show playing on the television, even though it’s been on for more than
fifteen minutes and your father definitely has no clue what’s going on.
You go into the kitchen, see the answering machine light flicker on and off.
Mom’s the only one who usually checks it, but she’s out so you step up and press play.
Hi Mary, it’s Luisa. Give me a call back as soon as you can. When you’re not tending to
that deadbeat husband of yours….call me. Your Aunt Luisa’s voice cuts off abruptly and
you turn towards the fridge. Usually your father only requires a sandwich or a bag of
chips placed next to him on the couch every few hours. You don’t know what happens to
the plate or the empty bag. Your phone vibrates while you’re looking into the fridge. A
text from Jesse: Hey, did you do the reading? I need help. You hear a laugh track from
the living room. Your brother Matthew sends you a picture and you don’t respond. He’s
hundreds of miles away, looking at a gorgeous sunset on the beach. You slap clearance
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sale ham between two pieces of bread for your father.
		

Unemployed fathers

		

Skin peeling

		

How to deal with a deadbeat dad

You delete the word deadbeat from the search engine bar.
Downstairs, you can hear your mother talking excitedly to your father.
“He says he can squeeze you in for an interview on the fourth of next month. With
your experience, the job is as good as yours!”
You can’t hear what your father mumbles, but finally your mother says that she’s
going to be picking up another round of extra shifts at the supermarket, and to please
remember you are still here and your father isn’t the only one living in this house.
Your mother doesn’t say anything to your father about the peelings. You find a
wad of the gelatinous substance and small puffs of hair clogging the shower drain. You
bring it up to her over breakfast. There is still shampoo in your hair, but you’d rather not
step back into the bathroom and see the gelatinous puddle glistening under the sunlight
coming in through the window. You’d rather let your hair get crunchy from the shampoo,
even if your scalp looks greasy and Jesse notices.
“Your father...is just going through a hard time.” Your mother chugs a protein
shake and wipes her mouth with the back of her hand. “Now scoot, we’ve got a long day
ahead of us.” You hear a scream coming from the television in the living room. Goofy
boing sounds. A laugh track, and then clapping.
Your brother comes home the day before Thanksgiving. When your mom opens
the door, Matthew comes barging in. He’s at least a foot taller, and he’s rolling his shoulders back and complaining about the drive. He kisses your mother and shoves you back
lightly. A lanky blond guy comes after him, pushing a pair of round glasses up his nose.
“Mom, this is my roommate Kyle. I hope you don’t mind, but he told me his family doesn’t really care about Thanksgiving, and he was just going to stay in our dorm.”
Your mom quickly says it’s no problem and greets Kyle with a hug. The television
turns down momentarily, but then goes back to its normal volume. Susan, you’re putting
yourself in front of everyone again. Not a good look on you. Laugh track. You haven’t
been in the living room in a week. Your mother asks Kyle questions about himself while
Matthew opens the fridge and grabs two sodas.
Matthew looks at you, and your mother. His eyes move toward the living room,
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but turns to Kyle and says they should grab their bags from the car. When they come
back, your mom makes a fuss about letting Kyle sleep in your room. You open your
mouth, but Matthew beats you to it. “Don’t worry about it, Kyle can have my bed, and
I’ll sleep on the floor.”
Kyle says anything is fine with him. Your mother agrees and looks at the watch on
her wrist before turning back to your brother. “How’s school? Have a lot of friends?”
“School is cool. Come on Mom, you know me, of course I do.” Matthew crosses
his arms and Kyle laughs.
“Any girlfriends?” Your mom raises her eyebrows.
“Maybe.” Matthew looks at the ground, rubs his neck. You watch him. He’s never
been one to act shy or even blush. It’s like looking at another person. Kyle laughs again
and says Matthew should just spill all the details, but Matthew rolls his eyes and tells
Kyle to be quiet. “It’s nothing serious Mom.”
“What’s her name? No, hold that thought, I’m going to be late for work.” Mom
rubs her forehead. You know she’d rather stay here and continue making small talk with
Matthew about school and friends, but the Thanksgiving turkey isn’t going to pay itself.
“Matthew eat something, you look malnourished. Kyle, you’re welcome to anything in
the fridge,” She turns to you, “Be good. Your father is in the living room.”
“You really have to go now Mom?” Matthew watches your mother grabbing her
purse from the kitchen table. “I wanted to show Kyle around, we were thinking about
grabbing dinner and”“That sounds fun, go ahead! I’ll see you when I get back.” Your mom rushes towards the front door, her cashier vest over one arm. Kyle tells Matthew if he’s not going
to go into the living room to say hello to your father. Matthew nods and begins to walk
toward the living room, Kyle walking after him.
You follow them into the living room. Your father is still there and the television
is still on. Matthew sits across from your father on your ratty old couch. It is now even
rattier, and the whole room smells like old cheddar cheese. “Sit wherever you want.”
Matthew tells Kyle, who finally takes a seat, clearing his throat and smiling. You notice Matthew look at your father from the corner of his eye. Your father leans back and
scratches his stomach. Another shred of your father drifts down onto the carpet. Matthew
clears his throat. Says hello to your dad and introduces Kyle.
Finally your father coughs and stirs. “How was school?” Your father reacts like
he’s coming out of a daze. “How’s the weather up there?”
Matthew begins to tell your dad all about his classes and friends. Your father
nods, eyes not leaving the television. On the screen, two women are drinking coffee and
talking, when a man barges in carrying a live lobster. Your father laughs loudly, a cloud
of white coming off of him. It disperses in the air, and some it lands on Matthew’s black
sneakers. You notice Kyle rub his neck and look around the room. Matthew hesitates, but
continues. “My roommates are cool. Kyle here knows how to surf. Remember you want-
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ed to learn? Oh, and the other day I shit myself in the middle of class and no one seemed
to notice and you’re not listening to me are you?” Matthew looks at your father. Kyle
cracks his nuckles. You swallow.
Your father brings a hand across his nose. From the tip of his nose, a small piece
of old skin dangles. It shifts when he breathes in and out. Underneath the piece, shiny red
skin peeks out. “You mind turning down your voice a little? The television isn’t working
like it used to.”
Your brother retires with Kyle to his room. They come down the stairs later, and
Matthew says he’s going to show Kyle around the town. He doesn’t ask if you wanna go,
and the front door slams loudly. You stand up and leave your father. Wandering down the
hall towards your room, you pass the old family frames.
There’s a picture of your dad teaching you to play baseball. He’s holding the bat,
knees bent, forehead wrinkled in determination. Your father didn’t care for sports, but
he wanted to teach you when the time came. “My little girl isn’t going to let some boy
try and one up her. She’ll kick his ass in anything she wants.” Your father used to let you
dabble in whatever sport you wanted for a couple of weeks. But you hated sports.
You flick the frame with your fingers and walk into your room.
On Thanksgiving, you are wearing your favorite dress, the red one with the short
skirt and sleeves with a blue and orange pattern. Mom is fixing the gravy, and Matthew is
pretending to help her cook but is sneaking bites from the mashed potatoes. Kyle offers to
help but your mother waves him off and asks him about his family. You text your friends
and smile when you get a text from Jesse: Happy Thanksgiving!
Later, Mom rubs her hands on a dish towel. “Maybe we can eat in the living room
this time. Have things go a little more casual this year.”
Matthew shrugs. The television in the living room is annoyingly loud today.
Matthew and Kyle move the dinner table towards the living room, and then bring
some chairs. Your father doesn’t react as your mother and you come carrying in the dishes of food. Your mother had to spend less money on food than last year, so there’s a few
dishes missing. You swallow and think your favorite orange cranberry glazed cake she
always made. You’ll have clearance sale cherry pie to replace it.
You push the recliner towards the table and grab a roll from the bread basket.
You watch your family take their seats, Kyle complimenting your mom on how good the
food looks. Your mother beams, but then Matthew complains about the missing scalloped
potatoes he loved, and your mother’s smile drops. You want to kick Matthew but he’s too
far away. Your father droops slightly over the table, his eyes still on the television behind
Matthew.
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“Maybe we can all go around and say something we’re thankful for.” Your mother
clasps her hands over her plate. Your father sighs, a cloud of dust coming off of him.
You oblige, even though you notice Matthew sigh before clasping his hands together.
You clasp your hands. You are thankful for the internet. Matthew snorts.
His turn. “Uh, I am thankful for indoor plumbing and the AC here.”
Kyle is thankful for the food and a good semester.
Your mom. “I am thankful for my two beautiful children, this house, and having
food on the table.”
Your father. “This is a waste of time.” He stretches forward and grabs a roll. A
piece of his elbow comes off and lands in the boat of cranberry sauce. Blood drips onto
the tablecloth, sounding like rain.
Your mother stares at the cranberry sauce. Matthew slides his chair back, but then as an
afterthought slides it forward again. Kyle doesn’t say anything. You reach forward and
grab a roll. Matthew asks you to pass the gravy.
Your father chews slowly, grabs the remote and turns up the television again. A
patch of skin on his hand trembles, flapping up when he moves to scratch his head.
Later that night you’re still wearing your favorite dress, but you’re lying in bed,
counting the dimples in the paint on the walls.
Matthew and Kyle are in his room, and you can hear the small drums of a song,
but Matthew’s voice on the phone overpowers it. “Hey. How’s your Thanksgiving going?
Lame. It’s my dad. He’s, I don’t know how to say it. So he’s just like, I don’t know. He’s
peeling. Like you peel a fucking potato. I don’t know. Yeah I guess. What’s underneath?
Well more of him. I don’t know, it’s embarrassing. I don’t know how my sister hasn’t just
ran away already.” You listen in on your brother’s conversation through the thin walls.
His voice gets lower, so you press your ear against the wall until your temple throbs.
“Yeah, I miss you too. I’ll see you on Sunday.” You kick your feet against the wall. Once.
Twice. “Hey! What are you doing?” You don’t answer. You kick your feet against the
wall again. Loud bangs. “Stop, that’s annoying.” Matthew opens his bedroom door and
you hear him come to yours. “Aren’t you a little too old to be kicking the walls?”
He opens the door and you straighten up. You tell him that he should stop talking
about his family. Like he’s even been here to see the worst of it. He’s only had to be here
two days and he’s already complaining to some stranger about it.
“Shut up, you don’t know anything. What, are you going to tell me you haven’t
run off to tell your dumb little friends about it?” Matthew leans against the door. He
sees your expression and raises his eyebrows. “Yeah? Too embarrassed about what your
friends think? That’s life for ya. Maybe your friends are too bitchy. At least Kyle isn’t
ready to drop me as a roommate.”
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You tell him to get out and he salutes before shutting the door. He thinks about
it for a second and stops. “He’s my dad, too. I can talk about it if I want, to whoever I
want.” He leaves the door open and turns back to his room. You slam the door when he
leaves, harsh enough the walls shake. “My sister is so annoying sometimes.” You hear
him sigh out. Kyle responds, but it’s mumbled.
The next day Matthew and Kyle leave before your mother is awake, but you manage to wake up just as the front door closes.
The beginning of December consists of you staying at school with the excuse of
working on final projects. In reality, you go to the library and hang out there until they’re
about to close. Sometimes you walk around the shopping plaza near your school, looking
to see if they’re hiring. You keep ten dollars in your backpack. Mom gave them to you
weeks ago for lunch, but you weren’t hungry. The bills are reassuring to have, it fills you
with ease to know they’re there.
“Come to the movies with us. Don’t be boring.” Your friends say one day after
school, but you don’t want to say that you can’t ask your mom to borrow money for a
ticket because there’s no money. It’s been a particularly bad day at school. In the middle
of English, Jesse tapped your shoulder and told you you had stuff on your shoulders. You
brushed off what you recognized as some of your dad’s peelings, but no doubt looked like
dandruff. Too embarrassed, you hadn’t even tried to make conversation with Jesse like
other days. “You have a…” One of your friends plucked off something from your sweater
and flicked it towards the ground, disgusted. A whole fingernail.
Back at home, your father’s entire body is covered in cuts and peels. You look in
on him sitting in the living room one day, chin drooping over his chest while he sleeps.
He shudders, and a large chunk of his forehead breaks off and lands on the floor with a
meaty thunk.
You ask your mother what she thinks is underneath all of him.
She blinks over the stove, still dressed in her cashier’s vest. The whole kitchen
smells like tomato sauce, but there’s also something rancid in the air. “Well, more of him
I suppose.”
A week before Matthew is supposed to come home, the house phone rings. You
hear whispering and loud shushing before your brother comes on. He talks with a lot of
pauses and stretches of rambling until he finally says what he called for. He doesn’t think
he’s going to come home for Christmas. Kyle’s invited him to his house this time. “It’s
just...I can’t keep seeing dad like that, you know?” You grip the phone to your ear. “Did
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you hear me?”
You hang up the phone. It rings again but you walk away and let it keep ringing.
You go up to do homework in your room. The sounds of an old western movie come
drifting up from downstairs.
“We’re behind on the electricity bill. And Matthew’s school payments. And I’m
barely making enough for the water bill and the food for this house.” Your mother is
speaking quietly, but you can hear every word she says. “Please get out of this slump
soon, Lucas, I can’t do all of this by myself. The kids need you.”
“Draw your gun, you piss-ass prairie punk!”
The television answers back.
The next day school lets out for Christmas break. You walk to the library, but then
change course towards the shopping plaza. You dig in the bottom of your backpack for
the ten dollars you’ve saved. You walk to the supermarket, where your mom is standing
at the register, smiling. She’s busy checking someone out, so she misses you walking
in. She’s laughing and nodding at something the young woman she’s helping is saying.
You haven’t seen your mom smile in a good minute at home. Go to the back of the store,
where the ice cream station is. Order a vanilla soft serve cone, which you eat while you
walk through the aisles, until you leave the store through the exit, which your mom has
her back to. You lean against the brick wall of the store, wiping the cone crumbs from
your hands. The cold nips at your nose, but you take off your mom’s attempt at a scarf, let
it bite at your neck too.
Somewhere across the parking lot, a car honks. You recognize Jesse, who sticks
his hand out of the passenger side of his brother’s car, the one he’s told you he’s going to
get when his brother goes to college next year. You wave and begin to put the scarf on.
The car comes closer. Jesse sticks his head out, “Need a ride?” You shake your head and
say thanks, but you’re waiting for your mom. He nods, and scratches his jaw. “A couple
of us are going to the movies later, to see that new dumb horror movie with the aliens
who look like clowns. Maybe you can come? If you want?” The smile on your face feels
almost foreign. You agree to text later to go over the details. Jesse waves a goodbye and
the car begins to move. You see his brother look at you through the rear view mirror,
laughing.
You make your way home now. You almost have enough change left for a movie
ticket. Maybe your mom will let you borrow an extra dollar or two. You’ll definitely start
looking for a job now, no excuses. You run the last few blocks to your house, your head
thudding as you reach the front door. It feels good, getting the blood pumping like that.
You make a plan to start running. Take your keys out from your backpack, and step inside
the house. There is something weird. You can’t place it. You brush your tongue against
your teeth, poking at the mealy cone residue on your molars. Figure out the strangeness.
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The television is off. The house is silent. You roll your shoulders back, take another step
inside. Something in you feels heavy. You brush a hand against your forehead, and run
to the stairs. The living room can wait. Up the stairs, towards your room you go. You fall
back on your bed, take a deep breath. It feels good to just lay there. Brush your cheek,
feel the wetness of the cold on your face. Look at the chunk of skin that glistens in your
hand. You want to get up. But the bed feels too good.
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Gloria Keeley

Janis Joplin, We Miss You (For Pearl)

When I think of Pearl
and where she’s lying, I go crazy
When I think of Pearl
and how she’s burning, I go mad

She’s into black, magical indulgence
She’s into mysterious mind fusions
I’m scared to go too near her swirling vortex
I’m scared to try to touch her troubled brain
I’m scared of cerebral pains that can’t be lifted
I’m scared of scarred emotions, blood-teared rain
When I think of Pearl
and how she’s dying, I can’t think right, I can’t think right
When I think of Pearlie Pearl
and how she’s crying, I can’t sleep
She’s out of touch with everyone that’s in her
She’s out of touch with all contained outside
To calm her
I’ll make bracelets of the moon
To calm her
I’ll paint skies inside her eyes
To calm her
I’ll put her somewhere with a flower
To stop her
I’ll keep her safe within my smile
(Like when night comes and there’s enough riverwood
for her fire.)
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Shawn Anto

Portait of Love As a Prison

so true, bricks will wallow in heaviness, a stolen shrine of containment
this is not our idea of freedom, but eyes fixate and create an image until it’s real.
a marauder’s knife guts hearts out, a silver menace creeps into automatic
shape, will form a prism, a thick weight of chipped stone & cement
carved as challenge, this kindred spirit crafted as a perfect prison.
but love, inescapable, charging reckless into beating currents
these clothes, taken on ripped history—I will do whatever I should
whatever I am supposed to do, a truly determined individual, finding their way out.
one hand on a pattern, can shape no way out
merely extant, truly determining a place of pause
what will cause need to clutter, keep you in
this is how you resist a chance to free your-self.
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Dan Mazzacane

Heartbeat

My father says, “I have the heart of a seventy-five-year-old.”
He and I are walking the dogs towards the park near our house. We never go to
the park itself. Once we’re two hills deep into the wood streets to look at the multi-story
mcmansions we cannot afford, he quits.
“Heart failure does that—ages you. Fifty-six and I’ve got five years left, maybe,”
he says. “Five years isn’t much, but I’m lucky. Filipeli, he had….”
He tries to find the next few words. The groan of an “um” stretches until I know
I’m needed. He has lost the words, the path, and it is my job to guide him back to our
moment. Our dogs—small, not quite real dogs, animals made for laps, bred to be fragile,
complacent—strain at their leashes, whine at a tree marked with piss, and my father lets
them go.
“Congestive heart failure. Two years,” I say. I know the story better than I know
the family friend my father references. I never met him, he only exists when heart failure,
or Hydrocodone, or the rare occasions that epileptic fits need to be discussed. Not that
David Filipeli ever suffered from epileptic fits. He only thought he did for a short while
in the late seventies when he and my father were strung out on shrooms laced with LSD
they bought off a friend. My father is fond of saying that David Filipeli died slowly, or
really, his body tried to die slowly, and then it happened all at once.
He, like my father, had a failing heart. Each summer he felt like his chest was
squeezed in a vice as the temperature climbed—a symptom that is apparently very common in patients with congestive heart failure. With the heat creating a forced convalescence for three months of the year, and the knowledge that his heart was chugging towards an inevitable, faltering finish, he decided to do the job himself.
“Two years,” my father says. He smiles like he has found the answer himself, like
those two years are exactly the thing he needs to continue our walk. “Killed himself, you
know. Figured out how long he had, and there he went.” My father twists his hand into a
mock-pistol, points it up beneath his chin, pulls the trigger. Pchew.
I am supposed to smile here, to return the mime, join in on the gag. This conversation cannot exist otherwise. My father needs this conversation to exist more than I do.
My father pulls a few steps ahead of me to collect the dogs, his eyes on the rest of his
thoughts. I twist my hand into a mock-gun. I point it at the back of my father’s head. I
pull the trigger.
“Yeah,” I say, “but you would never do that.”
“Nah. It’s a shame.”
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“That he did?”
He is silent except to correct the dogs, tugging on each leash to pull them along
with us. Then, “No.”
One of the dogs barks at a squirrel, yaps and lunges and chokes itself on its leash.
When my father jerks it back it keeps pulling anyway.
“I’m glad you came out with me,” he says. “The dogs don’t make for good company. We only got three more years of this.”
“Five,” I say.
“Five.” He says, “Give or take.”
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Melissa Walczynski

Fusillade

Flood lights in foxholes.
He lay amidst the fallen, repulsed
by the fragrance of
a bleeding silhouette.
Metal and targets.
They battled with flesh and blood
for freedom.
Gave birth to feasts and famine.
Squads curled up behind fogged skies.
A fractured glass
full of flies.
Forgotten, mounds of bodies and dirt.
Fever in frosted fallacies.
The settling of fallout, choking the fight.
A final destination,
freckled few sat at fabricated funerals.

37

Jeff Alfier

Winnemeca Hardly Exlained

				

Shuttered storefronts watch you pass.
August light’s a soft-focus
through dust that won’t free the sun.
Motels retain promises of free
snacks, color TV, Kerouac’s 66.
Casinos offer all the mercy
they can’t deliver.
Boxcars sit silent, as if their rails
were cut from under them.
Fire-watch signs at the edge of town
are frozen to “Extreme.”
Men along the Humboldt River
stare at the water like wealth
they’ll never own.

The sole strip club sits by the Dairy Queen
and the graveyard. Barkers, in booths
out of sight, announce dancers
by alias alone. Come on, gentlemen:
Let’s give it up
for the young lady who hides
her name behind your eyes.
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(After Richard Hugo)

Sean Ayres

Dogma

My flank could be cut with a Santoku knife. You would
marvel in my stomach meat when it’s drenched in soy.
And she wishes there wasn’t a
cigarette box on our nightstand.
I’m narcissistic in the
sense that I’ve replaced
birth names
with satin
sheets.
The solution is simple: make the
music louder, let the fan spin,
and wipe the stomach acid off the toilet
seat. My love is in the next room
sleeping.
If I throw mirrors against the sidewalk, I wouldn’t
spend nights sticking forks down my throat.
Gravity doesn’t care about the
conditions I placed between my brain
folds.
My neighbors practice Hinduism. After a week of
fasting they left naan on my doorstep.
In the next life, I don’t want to be
beautiful. I want to be a lionfish.
Rats live between hunger and want. I once
saw one gnaw off its own tail from inside a
trap.
He just carried it away to
somewhere.
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She left her body prickly.
In the way that she was
raised
to be God fearing
and snorted
Ambien.
There’s a place between God and
the woman who says she loves
me:
a place for
shame.
I sat there placing nicotine patches on my
temples. When I said I loved our bedsheets,
I meant I could take my shirt
off and let them cover my rib
cage.
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Bruce Petronio

A Man and a Raven Walked Into
a Border Town Saloon

Sundown Happy Hour at Bo’B, a once grand saloon in the ghost town of Back o’
Beyond, population 4. All four were present (and accountable). The barkeep, pear-shaped,
lazy-eyed Ollie Steinkopf, was the only born and bred native. The others had withdrawn
from society, though having sought refuge in a ghost town a mile from an international
border was the only thing they had in common. Now they sat quietly apart from one another on Naugahyde stools at the thirty-foot long, hundred-twenty-year-old bar, unavoidably visible to one another in the bar-length mirror inlaid in a massive mesquite-wood
breakfront.
• Tripp Bairn, an admitted playwright
• Two stools from Tripp, the man without a past who went by the name of Thomas Exeter
• At the far end, against the wall, Lyle Stroep, a bitter Old West romantic
As all were present and this was a border town—bereft of even a historical marker, 36.4 washboard miles from a paved road to the north, to the south a mile footpath
through desert scrub to reach the Wall—when the rattly pane glass doors opened there
was a caught-breath jumpiness as everyone turned . . .
In the open doorway stood a genteel-looking elderly man in a tropical white linen
suit. He wore dark glasses, though the sun was long down, and he was gazing toward the
bar, but fixedly, and well over everyone’s head. A leash trailed from one hand. The leash
moved, and from behind the stranger’s white pant legs stepped a black bird! Tall, thighhigh! Their eyes followed the thin leash linking man to alert intelligent-looking raven, the
leash like an associative chain, like a factor in an equation: blind + leash = service animal!?
Everyone gawped. The light was over the bar, the entrance in shadow. The stranger and his bird remained just inside the door, as if waiting to be invited further, as if
sensing they might not be welcome. And though the townies referred to themselves as
Beyondians and felt defined by their own American West misfittedness, none had much
experience with blind men, let alone ravens, sly, myth-inspiring creatures generally misunderstood in that desert country.
All eyes frisked the stranger for clues to identity: late-sixties, full head of sweptback silver hair, augustly trim in his shades and loose-fitting tropical whites, cream shirt,
bolo tie. He cocked his head, as if straining to hear something from those he must have
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sensed were staring at him. Before anyone regained the power of speech, all eyes dropped
to the raven as it stepped forward, jauntily splay-footed, tautening the leash, causing the
blind man to come along. But then the raven stopped, rotated its head and looked up at its
master, apologetically, it seemed, and waited.
“Pardon us,” they heard, their eyes lifting to the refined and sonorous voice reminiscent of the thespians who had played the town a century before. “Do you observe any
manner of wild species ordinance in this municipality?”
The Beyondians gawked, minds grinding away, struggling to absorb the visual
evidence before them. Finally, from behind the bar, Ollie—collarless XXXL white shirt;
red suspenders holding up barrel-legged clown pants; center-parted hair slick with Murray’s Pomade and furrowed with a steel comb, the comb and saloon passed down five
generations—fixed the stranger with his angled good eye, parrot-like, chuckled, and all
but shouted, as if the blind man were also deaf, “This ain’t Phoeble, ain’t the kind a town
for interferin’ horseshit laws.”
The men at the bar snickered at mention of the capitol in Phoenix.
“Jes’ thank the A’Mighty we don’t actually git that gov’mint we pay for,” Ollie
boomed, ever ready to insert an old saw with basso, lazy-eyed profundity. But this particular saw, taxes a subject best evaded, met with dead air. Awkward. Until Tripp, who was a
kind of talent scout for odd characters, called out, “Sir. Please, join us.”
The blind man bowed graciously. Hand over hand he followed the thin leash
down, went to one knee, and unleashed the raven, which swaggered forward with stiff
little sideways tilts, like a happy dwarf walking with his hands behind his back, then took
three straight-legged hops and peered up, its head cocked, its onyx eyes fixed on Tripp.
Tripp and Ollie exchanged looks of mute astonishment as Tripp slid off his stool and
shifted, leaving two stools between him and Exeter. The bird pogoed up to the vacated
stool, where it spied itself in the mirror, hopped onto the bar for a full frontal, raised its
thick toucan-like bill, displaying its spiky throat feathers, and gave several glottal clucks
that sounded every bit like happiness.
Everyone brimming with expectations for the evening’s entertainment.
Well, okay, not everyone. In any Arizona gathering of two or more, you’re apt to
find a Contrarian, without question in a border town’s saloon full of escapees from Phoeble societies. Perched hawk-watchful in the shadows at the wall end of the bar, five empty
stools from Exeter, was one Lyle Stroep. His eyes were nearly obscured by a grayish-yellowing slouch Ste son pulled low, the hat about the same color as the coffee-stained,
smoke-saturated walrus mustache hiding his mouth so that it was like someone talking
from behind a bush, all of which gave the impression he had something to hide. What
he wasn’t hiding was the Colt Peacemaker on his hip. Or his habitual expression, that of
a man who smelled something putrid. Born in ‘48 New Mexico, when there were more
horses than cars on Roswell’s dirt roads, Stroep grew up on Zane Grey but during his
impressionable teens was a despondent witness to the remnants of his beloved Old West
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being displaced by a UFO tourist bonanza.
So there sat Stroep, eyeballing the suspicious stranger groping and nudging up
to the bar. Stroep had to lean to see the stranger reach out his hand, the bird sidestepping to nudge the hand cat-like with its glossy black head, the stranger giving the bird a
head scritch to soft hen-like cr-r-ruck, cr-r-rucks of contentment, an awwww from Ollie,
whereupon Stroep couldn’t take it anymore and shouted, “Heya! Stranger!”
The dark shades turned searchingly in the direction from which the question had
come.
Stroep called down the bar, “Jes’ how did a blind fella with jest an overfed crow
manage t’ get t’ Back a Beyond?”
Ollie, who coveted Stroep’s Stetson but knew in his heart he couldn’t carry the
look, muttered, “Ornery don’t hardly happen overnight.”
The blind man’s head was cocked, as if he hadn’t understood Stroep’s question.
Finally, “How else would one arrive here?”
And nothing more.
Thomas Exeter—a quiet-faced, nondescript man, obviously wealthy but suspiciously evasive as to how—swiveled around and looked pointedly to the glass-paned
doors.
Tripp, habituated to note the mystery character’s every gesture, slid off his stool
and went to the double doors. He cupped his hands to the glass to see out. “Classic!” he
gushed. “VW bus.” He yanked open one jangly door and went out into the gloaming, the
door left ajar.
The blind man faced opposite the others, as if patiently waiting for this part to be
done with, while the bird craned its neck this way and that at the open door, as if uncertain whether it signified freedom or threat. Into the silence, Ollie uttered, “You kin judge
a man by the hoss he rides in on.” Tripp rattled the half door shut behind him; returning
to his stool, he rubbed his hands together in anticipation and announced, “Bus outfitted
for a road trip, wicker dog bed but only one air mattress and sleeping bag, no evidence of
another human.”
The Beyondians couldn’t process the image of the blind man driving...the raven
riding seeing-eye navigator? But they snapped to when the blind man cleared his throat,
gazed down the bar in Stroep’s direction, and in that thespian’s voice: “Did you say
‘blind’? I confess to being a bit sight impaired, but surely there’s no law against that?”
Involuntary glances at Ollie’s lazy eye, and before anyone could muster counterintuitive support for a law, any law, even one barring the sight impaired from endangering
others, the stranger queried: “And freedom of movement is a basic human right in this
country, yes? And what better example than a frontier town such as this, no?”
That hit home. But as each recalled the circumstances that brought him to Back o’
Beyond, the stranger inserted, as if it were merely a continuation of the previous: “A
raven’s brain is proportionally much larger than a chimpanzee’s.”
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He paused for this factoid to settle, and expand.
Then: “Tito is a rare bird, the mixed-breed offspring of Common and Chihuahuan
parents, raised from a chick by a behavioral ornithologist.” One beat. Two. “In a parrot
aviary, a former little league baseball field enclosed with netting strung from backstop to
light poles.”
The Beyondians squinted, trying to picture the aviary.
“Though parrots are discriminatory. They mocked the juvenile blackie, mimicked
his crude croaks and quorks. But in time the mouthy parrots were silenced by Tito’s intelligence. And so, in the way of professionals with a young prodigy, they began to teach
him the human tongue they themselves had learned.”
The audience drew back, as if puzzled by an unidentifiable smell.
“Now, among other duties, Tito is my navigator.”
“Fuck me!” The bird croaked, stomping side to side. “Co-pilot! Co-pilot!”
A struck-dumb silence. A blank moment of cognitive dissonance...before the
Beyondians’ neurons started firing again, that very reconnect instant when the deeply
strange is either swallowed or pshawed. Exeter zeroed in the on the stranger’s mouth.
Stroep swallowed but nearly gagged in the process. Tripp welcomed a suspension of
disbelief. Ollie, who’d never ventured beyond southeastern Arizona, whose world view
was as narrow as a desert slot canyon, reasoned that all kinds of things had been taught to
communicate: chimps, dolphins, heck, parrots spoke whole sentences, so why not a few
words from a raven raised with parrots by a biologist?
Reason can be unreasonable. Accommodating even.
As if nothing out of the ordinary had occurred, the stranger addressed Ollie:
“Friend, you know better than I how long and dusty the trail to arrive at your fine establishment. So please, bourbon for me, neat, and Tito, my co-pilot, is parched. For the last
ten miles he waxed poetic about Cuervo shooters, his favorite, ah, well, I never should
have translated the brand name for him.” Smile, shrug. “But truth be told, he is overfed.
He doesn’t fly enough, the liftoff, you understand. So, Coors Lite...”
“Chupame la pija!” squawked the bird, “Not Coors piss!”
A full five seconds of goggle-eyed absorption, the abrupt Spanish from the mouth
of a bird like one of those adult animated cartoons on cable TV... before Tripp, a Southern
Californian who had spent months at a time in Mexico, chuckled and said, “Fuckin A.
A cussin’ bilingual raven.” Then, louder: “Chupame le pija means ‘blow me.’” Ollie
laughed with his whole body. Exeter smiled quietly. Set apart, Stroep looked like he’d
stepped on a squishy roadkill skunk. Tripp looked down the bar at Stroep and called out,
“If you doubted this overfed crow’s intelligence, he refused Coors’ piss!” At the outburst,
Tito ponged straight up and kronked and kronked.
The stranger waited for the laughter to ebb, shook his head at such antics, and said
to Ollie, “A raven has not the genetic mindset for dieting. So, any Lite other than Coors, I
believe it’s the man not the beer Tito objects to. Oh, and in a bowl if you don’t mind.”
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Turning to locate a chip bowl, Ollie saw in the mirror the men and the enchanting
black bird arrayed at the bar, saw a classic saloon anecdote in the making, turned to Tito,
and in an officious voice, “Can I see some ID?”
Guffaws from Tripp; Exeter grimaced; Stroep took sharp interest.
Tito thrust his head at Ollie and croaked, “I’m just a bird,” and looked to his master.
Again the stranger waited for the laughter to ease. Then slipped a hand inside his
white suit, produced a long, thin wallet, felt for, and extracted, a laminated card, raised it
to within inches of his dark glasses, and handed it to Ollie.
Ollie, head angled like a parrot to focus his good eye, perused the card, chuckled,
announced, “Service Animal license issued to Tito el Cuervo.” At mention of his name,
the raven stepped from side to side, marching in place as if proud of himself. The stranger handed Ollie what looked to be a business card. Ollie, beaming floridly, read, “Señor
Alberto Rios. Secretary. Ir-re? Ir-re-dentist?” Tripp leaned and lifted the card from Ollie.
Read, “Secretary. Irredentist Front of Mexico.” He grinned. “And their slogan: ‘Vaya al
Norte. Repopulate our Land!’”
An apoplectic, strangling sound from the end of the bar.
“Well, well,” murmured Exeter.
A thickening silence. Tito, with his sensitivity to atmospheric pressure, crouched
atop the bar as if poised for flight. Tripp was the only one smiling. He could see that
injecting 19th Century Mexican territorial grievances into the act had severed the bond
between performer and audience. The resulting scenario felt like a gift. And a mixedblood border raven!
Ollie, in conversational barkeep mode, leaned to the Señor and asked, “Business
travel or pleasure?”
The Señor didn’t hesitate: “It is what I call a pilgrimage. You see before you a
proud American on a classic American road trip.”
“You’re a Mexi-can’t!”
The Señor looked down the bar. “Sí, Mexicano,” he said. “And thus, American.”
“Show yer passport, beaner!”
For the first time, the Señor’s genial smile wavered. In a quiet voice at once soft
and hard: “Are we not all Americans, North and South, Canada to Patagonia?”
“Check the chalupa’s entry stamp!” Stroep barked, mustache jumping.
The Señor reached a hand into an inner pocket, and handed Ollie a dark green
passport.
“There’s two theories for argufyin’ with a fool,” Ollie said to him. “None works.”
“Everyone is as God made him,” the Señor said, crossing himself.
“And most days worse,” Ollie added.
“Git on with it, ya cockchafin chucklehead!”
Ollie glared, opened the passport, flipped a page, scanned. Curtly, “Agua Prieta.”
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“Date!”
Angrily, “November tenth, two thousand eighteen!”
This being Arizona, everyone did the math: Señor Rios was some nine months illegal. Still, this being Back o’ Beyond, historically, proudly, a refugee kind of town many
miles from Phoeble, there was a no comment silent majority.
“Y’all plumb deef? Cheech there’s a jumpin bean, preachin some land grab skullduggery
to boot!”
As Ollie guided the passport into the Señor’s hand, he scowled down the bar and
raised his barkeep’s voice, “Don’t ask, don’t tell.”
“Trouble is, Chief, you did ask. So there you ain’t. The law says we’re obliged.
Sabby?”
General humphing and grumbling at being obliged, by any law.
“We’re accountable!” Stroep roared.
“Blow it out yer puckerhole!” Tripp shouted.
And seeing his opening, Ollie bellowed, “A round on Bo’B!”
Sundown Happy Hour at a border town saloon. Ollie Steinkopf placed on the bar
a chip bowl of Corona Lite, whereupon a service animal, given name Tito el Cuervo, took
two straight-legged hops, dipped his thick bill, tipped his head back, shook all over as if
repelled by the taste, and croaked, “Mierda!”
Olés from Tripp and Ollie drowned out grumbling from down the bar. The Señor
beamed like a proud parent, and the party was on.
And yet, some didn’t join in. After the bird dipped for his second drink, Stroep
huffed out, cursing into his mustache that he warn’t drinkin with no stinkin crow. Exeter
waited long enough for Stroep’s exit to dissipate, then, the others distracted by Tito pecking and crunching Cheetos, he slipped away unnoticed, a feat for a man of his intriguing
stature, but something of a lucrative talent of his.
One A.M. Three diehards—Ollie, Tripp, Señor Rios—sat low camp chairs in the
middle of the pale caliche thoroughfare outside the Bo’B. When they’d first come out,
Tripp had made a point of informing the Señor that the street had been named Avenida
Copper, a compromise between Anglo and Mexican miners, and widened enough for a
three-mule-team ore wagon to manage a horseshoe turn.
Tito roosted quietly, his toes wrapped around the back of the Señor’s chair, his bill
tucked into a wing. Earlier they’d positioned their chairs facing the road into town from
the east, so they could gaze up at the rising nearly full moon, but now it was behind
them, casting shadowy light on the monochrome set of Copper Street, weathered driftwood-gray structures on either side of the hardpan thoroughfare—a few with false fronts,
some boarded up or with caved
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in roofs and doors hanging askew—and gaping holes in the rows where only crumbled
adobe foundations remained. The present-day Beyondians had resurrected several buildings, with varying degrees of livability, though now, at this late hour, the windows of all
but the saloon were dark.
The men passed a fifth of Beam. The riotous evening had reached the stage of quiet reflection. Raising the bottle to drink, Ollie broke the silence, “If you come to a fork in
the road, take it.” Neither the Señor nor Tripp caught up to the words, though Ollie, gone
on the soaring depths of his profundity, glug-glugged, and in a whiskey-constricted voice:
“No matter where you ride to...” cough, hack, “that’s where you’re at.”
Tripp chortled, turned to catch the Señor’s reaction: the old gent had taken off
his glasses and his eyes were narrowed in concentration, as if Ollie had imparted some
penetrating wisdom. Tripp was about to ask the Señor if he knew where he was at, but his
eyes softly closed. Tripp settled back in his chair with the warm certainty of being exactly
where he was meant to be at this moment in time. He gazed all about to establish miseen-scène: the VW bus parked in front of the saloon’s hitching rail; the glass in Bo’B’s
doors showing a peaceful yellow light from deeper inside. Tranquilo, he whispered,
reconfirming his preference for refugee desert towns. When he turned back, Tito was
standing rigidly tall on the chairback above the Señor’s slumped shoulders, his onyx eyes
locked on to something. Gazing up Copper, the road alkali-white in the moonlight, Tripp
saw nothing, assumed Tito with his bird vision had detected motion, a packrat perhaps.
But then, far out in the desert scrub, between the dark outline of the town’s lan mark slag
hills, twin lights. Twin beams. And then two more. Light sabers, he thought. The lights
moved over the land in synch as if choreographed. With both hands, he levered himself
out of his low chair. In his sublimely creative state, standing tall above his drinking companions, he
enunciated with an inebriated wordsmith’s bliss, “Incoming.”
Ollie raised his heavy head. After a moment, he spied the lights. He tried to rise,
struggled to extricate his gelatinous butt from the chair, and tipped over. Cursing, he
managed, huffing, grunting, to work himself free. Got to his knees in the dirt. Stood,
weeble-wobbly. Tripp pretended not to have seen. To his right, the Señor was out, chin on
chest. But on the back of his chair Tito stood rigid, fixed with animal intensity on the incoming lights. Tripp knocked his Teva against the Señor’s outstretched pointy-toed boot.
The Señor’s eyes popped open.
“Vehicles,” Tripp said.
As the Señor struggled to surface, Tito stood taller, spread his wings, puffed out
his throat
feathers, and gave a series of dog-like growls deep in his throat. Alerted, the Señor rose
unsteadily, the chair tipping slightly, Tito shuffling his feet sideways to steady it.
The three men stood. The desert moon behind them cast three disparate shadows
down
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the alkali thoroughfare. Beams of light sliced through the outer darkness.
Ollie, in drunken awe: “UFOs!”
“Nah,” Tripp scoffed. “Too deus ex machina.”
“Hunh?”
The Señor turned to Tripp. “You. You are a writer?”
“Sure. ¿Como no? Every ghost town has at least one.”
Nodding, the Señor looked out at the beams of light and stated simply, “La
Migra.”
“Skrawk, skrawk!” Tito flapped down to the ground and hid behind the chair.
The headlights swept this way and that, straightened, and became one pair, approaching
straight on but too far out yet to catch them in its beam.
“The law never ventures out thisaway,” Ollie said.
“Stroep?”
“Does that gump even own a phone?
“Nah, can’t see that image,” Tripp said. Then, to himself, Exeter? Tripp knew
very little about the man, not his politics, not where he’d come from nor what he’d done
in life. Only that he was obviously wealthy and had chosen to settle quietly in a border
town.
As the headlights probed the far end of Copper Street, Ollie said, “Señor, a good
run is better than a bad stand.”
“Sí, but it is not in the script.”
Tripp did a double take.
The Señor clapped his hands. “Ven aqui, Tito!”
From behind the chair, a forlorn quo-r-r-rk. Tito hopped from behind the chair and
leaned
his head against his master’s leg. “Copiloto mio,” the Señor said tenderly. Tito gazing up
at him,
he bent to the bird. “They will take me, Tito. You must fly home. A casa. A casa.”
Tito hung his head.
The Señor made shooing motions. “Vuela! Vuela!”
Tito crouched, pushed off, spreading his long wings, flappity-flap, flappity-flap,
lifted off as ponderously as a cargo plane, gaining altitude, banking, whooff, whooff,
whooff, the chuffing wingbeats giving the impression of a huge bird, and disappeared
over Bo’B’s roof line.
A melancholy silence. Until Tripp turned to the Señor. “You’re following a
script?”
The Señor softly hummed a song. Tripp recognized “Que Sera, Sera” and frowned
at the cliché, though the puzzle pieces snapped into place. “So, Señor. Digame, por favor.
You are not sight impaired. And the script is some kind of performance art?”
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“Bravo, escritor.” And after a pause, “Saturday night, in the mining town you call
Clifton, a drunk took offense at Tito’s intelligence and drew his pistola. A miner simpatico knocked the drunk down y entonces it was like a B movie bar fight. We escaped but
had to lie low, so when I saw the turnoff for Back of Beyond....” He raised his eyes to the
sound of vehicles gearing down. Tripp saw the bands of light slide over Exeter’s place.
Where Copper widened, the two beams separated again and became four, filling the
street. Suddenly blue and red lights flashed horizontally from atop the vehicles, the strobing lights eerily frenetic off the weathered structures on either side. The effect heightened
Tripp’s urgency to get answers but then the headlights were in his eyes and his hands
came up as if warding off a blow. The vehicles abreast braked hard to a stop, dust billowing in the headlights maybe ten yards from the three men. Squinting into the light, Tripp
was taken aback to discern the shape of dark Hummers, not the green on white SUVs of
the Border Patrol. The Hummers ominous, increasingly, as long seconds passed and nothing happened. As if the vehicles were pilotless. Remote controlled. Drones.
The three men stood, forearms raised, averting their eyes from the headlights
pinning them and the red and blue lights flashing manically from center to end of a
horizontal bar and repeating. Close fucking Encounters, Tripp thought, inspiration and
rebellion feeding off one another. He couldn’t see but at last heard doors open. But not
shut. A voice, “Easy now.” A huge hand enveloped and clamped his elbow. The voice,
“Suspect secure!” Headlights extinguished. Tripp raised his eyes. Doors open on high vehicles, twin black Hummers, dome lights on, blue and red strobing, Tripp could just make
out the Homeland Security logo on the door. The officer gripping his elbow was about
his height but had the presence and solidity of a serious lifter. His black uniform shirt
too small: a black pistol grip stuck out of a black shoulder holster. Paramilitary, Tripp
thought, then saw the bold yellow ICE on the dark baseball cap. Tripp
counted six agents. They went about their business silently. As two led the Señor toward
the Hummers, Tripp looked to Bo’B’s false front, expecting Tito to swoop in, how small
birds will attack a hawk threatening a nest, but against the moonlit sky he could make out
the black shape, perched, silent.
Tripp winced as Macho’s bony hand crunched his elbow. “American citizens?”
“Claro!” Tripp spat, but heard Ollie, “Yessir, officer, sir.” Tripp leaned to see around
Macho. Another agent, slight but with a shockingly large head, stood beside Ollie’s chair.
His hat too small, his face albino in the moonlight. Tripp pegged him for a life-long subordinate.
“Sit.” A downward yank on his elbow. Tripp sank into his seat, then heard a ripping sound and leaned to see Ollie sunk through his seat, his butt in the dirt. Macho and
Head laughed openly. Tripp looked away, only to see the Señor, an agent’s hand in his
back as he tried to step up into the backseat of the high vehicle, but his foot slipped, or he
was pushed, he seemed to totter and sprawl head first into the vehicle. Tripp had an image
of the Señor’s white suit, rumpled and soiled.
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Four agents huddled in the strobing red and blue light. A gut-hanging one with a
white Stetson did all the talking. The huddle broke. Two agents strode toward Tripp, and
passed by, fist-pumping, “Oo-rah! We got the hippie bus!”
Macho and Head strode to one Hummer, while the Stetson, on the passenger side
of the Señor’s Hummer, grabbed an interior hand hold and laboriously pulled himself
up. An agent climbed up into the driver’s seat. Doors slammed, the dome and top strobe
lights went out. Macho backed his Hummer to clear the Señor’s, swung a horseshoe turn,
and slowly headed out of town. Behind Tripp the bus started up, sounding wimpy, like an
electric lawnmower. Against the background of moonlit sky he spotted the black shape
perched atop Bo’B’s false front. The bus passed closed by on Tripp’s left and then sped
up, brake lights flashing as it came up on the lead Hummer’s bumper, both vehicles then
accelerating.
The Señor’s Hummer lingered. For too long it sat there, idling darkly. Tripp
looked about, tunnel-visioning with his hands, noted greasy yellow light in the Plexiglas
window of Stroep’s shotgun shack. Farther down, Exeter’s windows, upstairs and down,
dark. Was Exeter sitting in the dark, watching his handiwork? There was no way to say:
the man was a greater unknown than the Mexican gent being hauled away.
The remaining Hummer swung into a slow arcing turn before Tripp and Ollie. The
interior light came on and the Hummer slowed as it passed alongside them, the Señor’s
face filled the rear side window, looking out at them. The snapshot lasted only a second or
two but the afterimage was burned into Tripp’s mind, intensifying, expanding over time
like a plot line. (Later, it would come out as: Something in his face beyond naming.)
The Hummer straightened, the red and blue lights flashed on. As the Hummer
receded, a series of alarm calls from atop the saloon. Then, overhead, whooff, whooff,
whooff. Tripp spotted the dark shape above Copper, it caught up, then gliding, and flapping, to track the Señor’s Hummer. The flashing blue and red drew away, the lights
reflecting in a soundless, post-accident way off the weathered gray of the buildings on
either side. When the Hummer cleared town, the flashing ceased. Red taillights, which for
once didn’t look summery in the desert night. Stark
headlights probing the way out. Tito no longer visible.
After the lights disappeared behind the slag hill, the two men remained staring out
into the darkness, speechless. Each felt the bystander’s helplessness of having witnessed
something shameful, though one with only one good eye and once again blithely self-assured that there was nothing he could have done. The other, fists clenched, mind churning
with thoughts of protest— ACLU, Border Angels... no, fuck that, flatten the Hummers
tires, sugar the gas tanks, no, fuck that, a play! The Raven! —but as he played out this
string in his head his reverie was interrupted by the false-twangy voice beside him, “Hell,
pard, any time a herd rumbles through, there’s loadsa shit to clean up.”
Ravens—compared to, say, owls—have poor night vision. Still, Teo hadn’t for an
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instant lost his bead on the trailing Hummer into which the Señor had disappeared. Soon,
tracking the vehicle became the farthest he had ever flown over unknown territory. Still,
it wasn’t arduous. His four-foot wing span required little more than a flap and glide to
keep pace with the vehicle below. Ravens are playful, acrobatic fliers; Teo might have felt
liberated by this unsupervised outing, if not for the darkness and foreign territory that
added to his agitation at losing visual contact with the man who fed him.
The vehicle below slowed. Stopped. Teo banked, circled. Doors opened. Teo’s
gleaming onyx eyes registered movement. Two figures, stepping out into the desert. Teo
spotted his keeper, then (as both men started to urinate), the threatening face underneath
the Stetson. Again, it must be noted that a wild raven would have gone into an aggressive
dive, at least made the Stetson duck and cover, but this very singular mixed-blood raven
had been domesticated. He opened his bill to call to his keeper but his throat was constricted and nothing came out. Wings straight out in a low glide, he aimed to rest in the
safe cover of a juniper tree. Feet first, flaps up, he was coming in for a landing when two
mockingbirds burst from the tree’s cover with harsh rasping calls, aynnggh, aynnggh, he
pulled up, flapping, his adrenal glands pumping stress hormones. He sheared off, flapping
his long heavy wings to build up speed, fleeing. The two birds bore down on him, right
rear, left, aynnggh, aynnggh, a tug at his tail feathers, and another, he tried to outrun
them but the mockingbirds were lighter, faster, they pursued for a mile, darting in, tugging his tail feathers, Teo tried evasive maneuvers but they came boring in from ten and
two, aynnggh, aynnggh, aynnggh! One got on his tail while the other came alongside on
his left, they pecked him and pecked him and turned him as effectively as sheepdogs turn
sheep, until finally they peeled off with triumphal cries: Chyew! Chyew! Chyew!
Completely undone, Teo flapped on aimlessly, finally alighted in a scrawny mesquite. He sidestepped along the branch until he was partially hidden behind a clump of
mistletoe. And became paralyzed by neurochemistry, two antithetical brain pulses: find
keeper; recross claimed territory. Ravens, like most birds, are as attuned to borders as
any Balkan. And although domesticated, Teo’s every instinct pulsed not my territory!
Precious minutes were lost to the turmoil in his comparatively large but nevertheless
bird brain. Quaking with fear, he tried to make himself small. In time, the thumping in his
breast slowed but his brain (unable not to) pulsed those same conflicting signals: keeper,
food, territory. He sidestepped free of the mistletoe and craned his neck from side to side,
searching the murky darkness as if some way out of his risk-reward conundrum could be
found out there.
Then, Mother Nature intervened.
As Teo dithered, dopamine intensifying his awareness of lurking mockingbirds,
from the pitch black off to his right: Hoot-a-hoot; hoo-hoo. Compared to the mockingbirds’ cry, it was mellow. Hoot-a-hoot, hoo-hoo. Almost soporific. It was only eons of
passed-down data that made Teo tense and fold further into himself. Still, after several
minutes of all quiet he gave into the stress and weariness of the long, sensory-overload-
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ed day, and settled into his nighttime roost. Set and reset his feet, tensed his legs to lock
his toes around the mesquite branch. Lay his head on his back, tucked his beak into his
shoulder feathers, and emitted soft, sighing, glottal clucks, faint sounds keenly detected
by the tall cat-like ears of this particular territory’s nighttime
kingpin.
Normally, the great horned owl is wary of the raucous, obnoxious black birds that
gang up to mob and chase him from his daytime haunts. But now it was dark. And here
was a solitary black bird. Fidgety. Communicating distress, weakness. The stealth bomber of night predators waited—its tufted ears and enormous yellow eyes locked on—and
waited, and waited, and then dropped soundlessly from its high perch, descending in a
silently lethal glide toward the
mesquite tree.
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Nishat Ahmed

Gorged

So what could I have known about the bridges?
How beneath them Bengali dreams swam like carp,
fat-bellied and scaled, lips hovering over every sliver
of bread in the murky water. Above us on the stone
the conquerors toss their bits to them. It’s all just a spectacle.
If the future could be built by wishes
we’d have carved a kingdom out of this want.
Over the years our dreams grew gorged,
the bridge not enough, the people, the bread
not enough. So they started on the stone,
lust the slow work of erosion.
The bridge, no longer supported, could have survived
if not for the people buckling down on it with their weight.
And the carp knew, waited for the crumbling, stone and people,
and they ate and they ate and they ate.
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Nishat Ahmed
THERE ARE DAYS WHERE
THE LOVE FEELS SO GREAT
THERE IS NO EARTH
LARGE ENOUGH TO HOLD IT
THERE ARE POCKETS
OF THE HEART
STILL WAITING
TO BE HEARD

THERE ARE NIGHTS
WHERE THE LOVE FEELS SO SMALL
I MISTAKE SALT GRAINS
FOR STARS
THERE IS A HUNGER
WE FEAR SO GREATLY
WE KEEP IT
SLEEPING

THE LANGUAGE WE USE
SHAPES THE WAY
LOVE MOVES
AROUND US

MOST DAYS
I AM AFRAID
I HAVE MISPLACED
MY TONGUE

LOVE MAKES THE BODY
A FIELD THAT MUST
BE BURNED
SO IT CAN GROW AGAIN

I IMAGINED A FUTURE
WITHOUT YOU
AND IT TOUCHED MY HEART
LIKE DEATH

I HAVE SEEN HEAVEN
AND IT LOOKS
LIKE
THIS
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[...]

I HAVE SEEN HELL
AND IT LOOKS
LIKE
THIS

Nishat Ahmed

Letter to God

Please god when I die
let it be in color,
let it be loud.
Please don’t let me fade.
All I want is to be remembered
as something worth remembering.
Let me be a firework
going off in a quiet corner
of Naperville,
let it be August,
or October,
a time no one expects,
somewhere in late afternoon,
some time not quite night,
bursting so loud the children
in the park, had it not been
for my death lighting up
the autumnal dusk, might mistake
my passing as gunshot.
Please god let them miss me;
let them look for me,
even if I live a life that’s quiet,
just another star as a freckle
of salt on the dark skin
of night’s palm. Let me go
in some way violent: a supernova
of life and dust scattered
so belligerently,
so brightly
it is the most blinding thing
in the universe.
Let me end in so much light
not even a black hole could swallow me.
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Mitchell Grabois
1.

Captain

Ft. Lauderdale. My father’s ashes are dumped by the Neptune Society, then stirred by the
wake of an ocean liner, a Carnival cruise ship whose engines catch on fire the next day
and blacken. Shit flows down cabin walls, passengers sleep in hallways and on deck, two
bitches fight over a can of sardines in Dante’s fifth level of luxury.
My father cannot ghost anyone in his post-death state because he has been transformed
into harbor sludge. The Gulf Stream has bypassed him and the ash of the ten thousand unfiltered cigarettes he smoked. This is my eulogy
Octopuses flail their arms at clouds of human ash. They squirt ink and write on these
clouds as if
they are parchment, but they’re not, and their text quickly disappears.
2.
Eleven p.m. This cruise ship’s engines have not failed, and its promenade deck is clear of
passengers except me, running sweaty laps, seeking release from my wife’s American
need for entertainment. The only other living being is a fat old man with an oxygen tank
and his large, red-haired, middle-age daughter. He’s got a plastic tube in his nose, but he’s
singing tunes in a lusty voice, using up his dollars’ worth of air before he slings the green
and silver tank overboard. His daughter watches, having schooled herself to accept everything. She has large, fleshy arms.
Every lap there’s a different song—he’s delivering his repertoire unto me, preparatory
to biting the dust and entrusting his ashes to the Neptune Society and the sea. I am his
priest, and he trots out his sins in melodic form. His daughter is proud of him. My last
lap. I churn the air as the engines churn the stern water.
He’s singing this: I am the master of my fate, I am the captain of my soul.
Invictus, I shout, loud as I can, as I fly by. I can see that the daughter wants me to stop
and fuck her right there, as her father watches, which will give him verification that she is

56

a real woman, but I don’t even slow. There’ll be time for that after her father is dead.
Few people know that these cruise ships carry a supply of five or six coffins in case it’s a
voyage busy with death. Invictus, I shout, as I zoom past, sweat flying from my brow.
He knows it, the man exults.
I recited that poem at my father’s funeral. It was his favorite, Invictus, a poem of defeat.
One only deludes oneself into thinking that he is the master of his fate, the captain of his
soul if he has signed on to be a slave, if he has wrapped his arms around servitude and the
soul’s defeat.
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Inga Molle

Untitled

Artist Statement:

I find it extremely interesting how infatuated we become with society and how we listen to the messages our
cultures send us. Models do not make this any easier, and we can not avoid them while shopping for clothes
or even while browsing social media. Women are given the clear message through culture that we are not
tall enough, not thin enough, and not fashionable enough. While passing a store window in Chicago, I saw a
mannequin which caught my attention more than others did because you could not clearly see her body shape
or her face. I stopped in front of the window and held my camera up to my face so that the mannequin and
myself would both become faceless. We both had different clothes on, but this emphasized that when you take
away a beautiful face and a perfect body, all that is left is the soul. Without a soul, we are all like the mannequin, fake and adapting to culture.
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Inga Molle

Untitled

Artist Statement:

During a photo shoot with one of my dear friends this past summer, I could not stop admiring her tattoos.
My favorite ones of hers were above her knees, each leg branded with a different word: Montague and
Capulet. These family names stem from the story of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. Since each name
was on a different leg, it paired perfectly with the content of the conflict between the Montague and the
Capulet families. The tattoos would have much less meaning if they were on the same leg, but the separation of them paralleled the separation between the families. I told my friend to hold a flower in between
each knee to create a more definitive divide, with the intention in mind of conveying the beauty of Romeo
and Juliet’s relationship through the flower.
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Diana Ramirez

Anxiety

Artist Statement:

I place a focus on colors, textures, and the overlooked in my photography. Oftentimes I have trouble articulating
my feelings but I turn to nature for solace and inspiration. My photos capture my love for the raw and untainted
diversity that surrounds us. Nature’s resilience always leaves me in awe.
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Josh Eller

This is not San Francisco

Artist Statement:

The photographs deal with questions of displacement as well as mortality. Mainly the question of personal
importance and mental health approached from a quirky perspective. The work also deals with the movement of people and the identities we tie to these transitions.
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Josh Eller

Portraits of the Deceased

(Before the ants under my bed carry it away)
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Josh Eller

The Hypnotist [2]
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