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Foreword

 The word obscura comes from Latin and may at first glance be a 
curious choice for a title of a literary magazine: “imperceptible, muted, 
barely visible, dark.” But take the meaning of these words as a chal-
lenge and the journal’s mission becomes clear: exposing what is hard to 
see, amplifying that which is difficult to perceive, and shining light on 
that which is otherwise in shadows. This is a much more difficult and 
important task than simply reflecting on the known and obvious. This 
mission is, of course, the mission of art: exposure.

 You’ll find that perspicacity in this volume you are reading now. 
Artwork, poetry, prose, and pieces that straddle traditional disciplines 
join together to create a vibrant portrait of Lehman College’s students 
and their creative capacity. 

  This magazine is entirely student run, though its quality may 
suggest professional involvement. This result speaks to the dedication of 
the handful of students who strive to make this journal representative of 
what the best an urban liberal arts education has to offer. Students begin 
early in the fall semester, setting deadlines and publicizing the magazine. 
Just when the semester’s work gets difficult Obscura members are gearing 
up to choose from the plethora of worthy entries. Spring semester 
sees the club members editing pieces and deciding on layout, as well 
as arranging to print the book you hold in your hands. Additionally, 
throughout the year Obscura endeavors, through its many club events 
(open mic, board games, karaoke, writing groups…), to encourage at 
Lehman an atmosphere of creativity and to nurture emerging talent. 

Some of the pieces in this literary journal are based in realism, others 
in emotion. Some describe our world; others take us out of it. Some 
stun us with their beauty; others gut-punch us with their brutality. 
Some pay homage to tradition, others jettison form to examine the 
notion of language and art itself. But all are adept at reaching out 
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beyond these pages to touch our souls, evoke emotion, and make us feel 
we are part of something larger than ourselves.  You are perhaps reading 
and viewing the first pieces of work these students have published, but 
it is likely you’ll be reading and seeing more of their work in the future.

 I tip my proverbial hat to the dedication and bravery of those 
who submitted pieces of themselves to this journal, and to the Obscura 
Literary Magazine student organizers, who should be proud of the fine 
product they’ve produced. And I hope that you, Reader, will enjoy 
discovering these works as much as I have. 

Allison Amend 
Assistant Professor of English and Faculty Advisor to Obscura 
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Josue Rivera

Poetry Bird

She pets the wind with her wings as she flies,
and I’ll make a pet of this bird in the sky.
 
Poetry’s a tear that the eye can’t contain,
for pain; love; laughter; going insane.
 
Bird in my mind, please, don’t fly away;
give wings to my pen.
I have ink in my veins.
I’ll be released, when I subside my grief;
and gravity places a tear on a page.
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The Bird
Lissandra Diaz 
Pen on Paper 

8” x 11” 
2011 
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Stephanie Crotty 

Trapped

Soot soaked silence.
Thickly coated memories
a layer of protection 
against loneliness.

Work is not solitary.
A pal emerges in the shape of a canary. 
No longer a dandelion yellow,
greased, slicked, raven-feathered,
sing-song voice garbled,
masked by the barrier.

The crib cradles our lives,
a mother that can deliver at any time.
The portal is my only way out,
a birth canal back to society. 

The slim fractions of sunlight
peep through to cast deeper shadows;
a slice of sanity 
in the depths; 
a shock of reality
reminds. 

A wife, two boys;
slaves to the work force.
A blind old dog,
once a champion hound.
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STEPHANIE CROTTY Trapped

Lungs painted black,
coughs that puncture
the steady suffocation 
of stillness.

Movement begins to ebb;
a rhythmic motion of desperation,
a tiredness of body, 
steadily deteriorates my soul.
The echoes ghostly companions;
loud in my ears.
A deafness to my own noises;
internal cries of agony.

Hands forever molded into
arthritic claws topped 
with a coat of tar,
peppered with deep pits.

The canary has stopped
and so have I.
Pressure to my back
and gritty air in my chest.

Flattened to the dirt,
a return to nature.
Morphed by the earth,
even as I shaped it.
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Shadow of Life
Giovanni Ortiz 

Photography
Spring 2013 
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Josue Rivera

Winter Recession

The snow falls crisp and cold.
Young men’s old souls
die with sleepless regret,
which takes hold of them.
 
Men, once emboldened,
determined, undeterred,
unafraid to take theirs,
to tip the balance,
to take on a challenge,
while managing the weight of
falling avalanches,
have now been crushed by flakes.
 
Age’s semblance takes the stage,
once belonging to the
theatre of their lives,
and strength gives way
to wise men’s fears.
Soul piercing spears
slice through hearts—bleeding gray.
 
See mounds of golden crowns,
searching for a brave king’s head to adorn;
they glitter in the bitter cold.
 
The brevity of summers,
that once seemed long lasting,
give way to the slow hissing of
gray winter menacing.
 

Winter RecessionJOSUE RIVERA

Fasting, forced to fast,
men to cold to forage
taste snowflakes on their tongues,
and it tastes of regret,
and a longing to work;
a longing to live;
a longing to sweat.
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Together We Walk
Katherine Emely Gómez 

Photography
April 2013



f.f. white

Alone on the Fourth

Her absence leans like evergreens
heavy with a blizzard’s snow.
Although it seems I have my dreams,
my soul is not content to be alone.

Nightly, we write letters: 
quiet planks in the water
held aloft by our love. 
But she has left for foreign lands
to add some lofty marks
to the ledger of her career. 
I stay up late
to take her phone calls and listen
to her fatigue and wonder, 
whistling a world away.

My own company is largely debris
from the life I lived with her.
I walk on in tight rings of disdain,
somnambulating until she returns.
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Adjacent 3 
Carlos Encarnación-Vázquez 

Oil and Permanent Marker on Canvas 
14” x 18”

2013 
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Alexandria Torres 

The Stranger

“What the fuck are you doing?”
 Chris Gerald didn’t look back at his best friend, but instead walked 

to his dog, kneeling down and scratching behind his ears. The pit bull, 
whose tongue was out and wagging, was ready to pull away from Chris 
and bound over to the familiar face. “Playing with my dog, what’s it 
look like?”

 “That’s not what I’m asking you, fuckhead.” Tyson kneeled down, 
making some kissing noises which made the dog run over to him. Chris 
had known Tyson for years. Tyson was there even before his dog was 
there, having gone through high school together. Back when Tyson 
was the fat brown kid and Chris was a beanpole. Years had seen them 
both grow more muscular through years of football and freestyle wres-
tling teams.

 “So, you gonna tell me why you’re just hanging out with your dog 
in your underwear?”

 “I didn’t think there was a problem with it.”
 Tyson snorted. “Let me try this again. I know what happened 

between you and Adriane.”
 “I know you’re not here to talk about Adriane.” Chris clenched his 

teeth; there was a lot more he wanted to say in response. He should’ve 
left Tyson out there knocking.

 “No, you skipped work today. We should talk about you and 
Adriane.” Tyson scratched under Chris’s dog’s chin, the little traitor 
licking his arms for the effort. “And you should put on some pants 
while we’re at it.”

 “Didn’t ask for you to come,” Chris shot back. “I could care less; 
it’s my house, I’ll wear what I want.”

 Tyson rolled his eyes. “So, you just gonna get fired because of 
Adriane?” 
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The StrangerALExANDRIA TORRES

opened the door and, seeing a figure moving toward him, stepped to 
the side. The man nodded at him, striding past him, leading by hand 
a woman who was shuffling her steps. She stared at him as she passed. 
Chris’s eyes squinted, studying her. A tug of the hand made her stumble 
forward in an attempt to catch up with her man. It made his fist clench 
for a moment.

 “Did you see her?” Chris asked, watching the two grow smaller.
 “Her? Man, never go for the sloppy ones.” Tyson shook his head 

before motioning to the club.
Chris stared for a moment longer before yelling out, “Hey, 

asshole!”
The woman turned and faced him before the man did. He 

grimaced, narrowing his eyes at Chris. “Why don’t you mess with 
someone your—“

“Whoa!” Tyson’s eyes widened and in a moment, he was in front 
of Chris, hands on his shoulders. “He’s a fucking moron, don’t mind 
him.” Chris glared at the man, who shrugged, going back to pulling the 
woman away. Chris snarled, but Tyson shoved him before he could say 
anything.

“The fuck is wrong with you? You don’t know him!” Tyson 
grabbed his arm, shaking him. “You gonna start a fight with some guy 
over some sloppy bitch you don’t know?”

“He was fucking dragging her!”
“She was fucking drunk! Are you crazy?” Chris stared at him, 

remembering the times Adriane would get drunk… she wasn’t that 
sloppy unless she tried to match her other male coworkers drink for 
drink. Chris would end up having to put an arm around her shoulder, 
leading her to a cab, always careful that she wouldn’t trip on the floor. 
Nights like those, he always ended up sleeping on the floor; Adriane 
sprawled all over her bed, passed out. He never really minded. He 
couldn’t imagine yanking her around.

“Are you gonna fight every dude in this club or can we go inside 
now?” Chris was silent, allowing the darker man to grab his arm, 
pulling him into the club. The place wasn’t too crowded, enough space 
for them to walk to the bar. The bartender nodded at him and he 
nodded back. A seltzer for him, something much stronger for Tyson.

The StrangerALExANDRIA TORRES

“Look, Fat Ass Corvis is not going to fire me ‘cause I missed one 
day. You covered for me, didn’t you?”

 “Not covering for you again.” He tapped the dog’s butt, pushing 
him away. The dog bounded away, back to Chris, running around his 
legs. “Adriane’s still gonna be there when you get back, you know. 
Every day. She’s not going anywhere.”

 “I didn’t stay home because of that slut.”
 “Fucking liar.” Before Chris could do anything, Tyson leaned 

forward, slapping him on the side of his head. It was something that 
they’d done before—something that meant absolutely nothing, but in 
the moment, Chris saw red. Chris’s own hand flew out, catching Tyson 
in the ear. They glared at each other and Tyson said, “Chill, meathead!” 
He rubbed his ear, shaking his head. 

“Don’t slap me then.”
Tyson’s head pressed back, his face scrunching in a frown. 

“Don’t be such a baby!” He muttered something about his ear before 
continuing. “Look. Here’s what you’re going to do. You’re going to 
get dressed, we’re going to the bar, you’ll find a lady, and after that, 
you’ll be ready to go back to work.”

 “I don’t feel like going out.”
 “You’re coming out.”
 After some arguing, Chris was dressed, sitting in the passenger’s 

seat of Tyson’s car. They didn’t talk much, letting the sounds of gangsta 
rap permeate the car. Silence gave way to nodding heads, and nodding 
heads became full on rapping. Chris could almost forget the reason they 
were making the trip, mouthing the words to the Ice Cube lyrics.

 It wasn’t until they were parking the car, about a block away from 
the club, that it hit again. He took a breath, pushing Adriane’s name 
out of his mind and wrapping his arm around Tyson’s neck, pulling 
him into a headlock. Struggling with Tyson was the perfect distraction; 
moving with him and pressing his arm harder against his throat until 
Tyson’s hand tapped against his arm, signifying that he was giving up. 

 “Man, fuck you,” Tyson rubbed his neck, nodding toward the 
door. Chris gave a small chuckle and started to jog toward the club.

 “Who they got playing tonight?” Tyson scrunched his nose and 
shrugged. “If you got me here for poetry night, I swear…” Chris 
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 “Trust me. I’d be no good to you tonight.” She waved at him, but 
her shoulders slumped. He forced a smile before scanning the room, 
trying to find Tyson. He was talking to two girls, all three of them 
laughing. Chris clapped his hand on Tyson’s shoulder, forcing him to 
turn around.

 “You heading out? Remember to wrap it up.”
 Chris smiled at the quip before saying, “Going home alone tonight. 

Thanks for the ride.”
 “Whoa, whoa, wait.” Tyson’s eyebrows drew together, grasping 

Chris’s arm. “How the fuck did you mess things up with the redhead?” 
 “I didn’t. Just not feeling it tonight.” He waved at the women, 

both returning it with wiggling fingers. Chris tugged away from Tyson’s 
arm. “See you at work.”

 “What do you mean, just not feeling it?” Chris was already walking 
toward the door. He couldn’t hear anything over the music, not real-
izing that Tyson was following him until he was yanked against him, 
right by the door. “You need this. Go back and see if she’ll still take 
your dumb ass…”

 “I’m okay!” Chris yelled, “I don’t need to go home with a random 
girl!”

 “You gotta get over her!” Tyson snapped back, “She’s gonna be at 
work. She might end up with some random guy. You gotta deal with 
that!”

 “Dealing ain’t…” Chris stopped. His hands tightened before 
shoving him. “What the fuck you mean, she might end up with a 
random guy?”

 “Calm down…”
 Chris shoved him again, fists into his chest. His voice was shaking, 

spittle flying as he yelled. “Is someone fuckin’ with Adriane?”
 “Chris, we’re in a club. Control yourself!”
 “Is someone fuckin’ Adriane!?” Tyson grabbed his arms, shoving 

him toward the door. “Don’t touch me, you fuckin traitor. Who the 
fuck is messing with Adriane?!”

 “Shut up! I am not getting arrested because you won’t listen!” 
Tyson put his hand on Chris’s forehead, shoving it. Chris’s eyes 
widened, but Tyson pushed him before Chris could hit him. “Listen to 

The StrangerALExANDRIA TORRES

“This place always this dead?”
“When those guys are playing?” The bartender yelled, nodding 

his head toward the band before nodding to them. Chris laughed and 
handed him a tip before turning around, leaning against the bar. The 
band was nothing special, to be sure. Yet, the women available were 
grinding against men, women grinding against women, groups of girls 
jumping in a circle together and holding their boobs for support. Chris 
hated the clusters of women; talking to one of them meant talking to all 
of them, being judged by all of them. They seemed to travel as a pack, 
which was why he’d always kept away from the club scene.

 And for that matter, so did Adriane.
 Chris forced himself to his feet, looking toward the tables and 

walking towards a girl with curly red hair, trying to banish the thoughts 
of Adriane’s long, dark hair. The girl caught his eye before he got there, 
a thin-lipped smile. He smiled back, leaning toward her so that she 
could hear him. “Anyone sitting here?”

 “I guess you are!” 
 “M’Chris.”
 “Maggie.”
 “You here alone?” 

 “You here alone?” Maggie echoed, with a grin. Chris couldn’t help 
but laugh. 

 “Nah. Came with a friend.”
 “Well, so did I.” Maggie motioned towards the stage. “I don’t like 

dancing.”
 Chris would never be able to recall much of the conversation after-

wards. There was a lot of giggling and it would often lead to Maggie 
pressing in closer or letting her hand rest against his leg. He wasn’t 
surprised when she invited him back. It was why he leaned in, kissing 
her cheek, telling her that he couldn’t do it tonight, but perhaps they 
could get together at another time. Maggie recited her number to him, 
although as he typed the number into his phone, the idea of actually 
dialing it seemed foreign to him.

 “You sure?” She asked again, staring at him. It almost unnerved 
him how she never seemed to look away. Adriane was never that 
intense. “We could go to my place, maybe talk a little more.”
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The StrangerALExANDRIA TORRES

me… listen to me, you stupid meathead. Adriane left you. She don’t 
want you. You said you love her and she said goodbye.”

 “You don’t know nothing about me and Adriane, you…”
 “She said no!” Tyson screamed over him.
 “She… she told you?” Chris blinked. His fists uncurled, arms limp 

at his side. Three words and suddenly, he was cold right to his stomach. 
Adriane was telling him—telling people—about the worst moment of 
his life.

 “She was pretty goddamn open about it too.” Tyson shoved him. 
“And you’re here missing work and turning down girls like it’s some-
thing to do. Wake the fuck up.”

 “How the fuck do you just get over that?” Chris turned away from 
him, sitting down on the curb. He put his hands on his cheeks, letting 
them slide down. He closed his eyes for a moment, just listening to his 
friend squat beside him.

 “Best way to get over someone’s to get under someone else,” 
Tyson whispered.

 “I bought a ring.” Chris turned his head, looking at him. Saying it 
brought back every memory he didn’t want to confront—of Adriane 
frowning as he got down on one knee, begging him to stand back up; 
pulling him by his hands as he tried to explain, as he tried to make her 
understand that he was making the next step for them.  “Not feeling 
very sexy tonight.”

 “Yeah, guess I get that.” They sat in silence for a moment before 
Tyson patted his hand against Chris’s shoulder. “This club’s lame 
anyway. Still wanna head home?”
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Nora Moncada 

Free

Deep in the pockets of an animate darkness,
we are draped over the club’s stairs like beautiful coats
as the lights murmur above us
while the music’s rhythm blooms in our ears.
The mix artist is teasing us
with his dizzy spins,
and the people look hauntingly alien
with their painted faces.

Tomorrow we will be nobody
smuggled away into a suit
behind a powdered face
beneath a featureless tie,
but tonight the two of us are a wild vision
realized in the bottomless eyes of the ineffable night.
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Twilight in NYC
Eileen McNamee

Photography
2012
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Giovanni Ortiz

Disturbed

I. Daughter Ann 
I saw pinstripe arrows
zoom through the air
on a clear scorching morning;
followed by slabs of metal;
like a dog chasing its tail,                                                                                                                                           
broken glass trailed in an aftermath.

I looked up to listen to wailing birds  
as if they were at a death march,
my swinging hands turned into slabs of stone, 
my heart began to drum as if beating for war,                                                                                        
my stomach signaled for flight;
I walked    raced   down Chambers Street; 
my core crashed;
no longer did my whatchamacallit 
vehicle sustain me. 

I felt as if I were a puppeteer who had lost his strings; 
I gestured all over the place
as a calm echo 
surrounded me
—so still
I tried to melt right into it.

A fallen cloud fell    into me     from behind like a Tsunami,
threatening to steal me from where I stood;
flight turned to fight;
I felt as if I were Father Frances lying on the altar of St. Paul’s fighting to 
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DisturbedGIOVANNI ORTIZ

III. Mother Sarah
Paddy wagons picked up Julio and Juan; for once they were not 
blamed;  
still they are sent back to Mexico;  
for 69 days, starting at 8:45 AM and ending at 5:20 PM
I felt as if I were on lockdown; 
the sun continued to shine but who could tell with my city cloaked in 
gray,
along with my neighborhood      my apartment       my very soul.

Once thriving businesses
now too crumble 
like the Towers; 
the living had no other recourse
than to
PRAY.

For months a stench followed me,
like a vulture follows death;
burning rubber mixed with skin and bone; 
an assembly line formed,
linked in a chain  
of brothers from another mother, 
of sisters from another father,
to find the remnants plunged in a fiery pit.

IV. Father John

My soul continues to sob.

No hope in sight for: SON Brian, UNCLE Frank, FIRE FIGHTER 
Lt. Joseph, MOTHER Sophia, NYMD Jerome, POLICE OFFICE 
Judy, WORKER Mohammad, or PARENTLESS Tommy; who plays 
in his sandbox— digging—scooping up grains as if his parents 

DisturbedGIOVANNI ORTIZ

save one more life; caught, I thought:
 “I am dead; who knew in death, grains would encircle me and 
heaven be so gray.”

II. Son Daniel
The sun tattooed ash on my skin—
it sunk deep to mingle with bone and cell;
turmoil surrounded me in a clearing
hurried bodies with no place to go; 
in the distance I heard the stories,
no different than mine.
I was engulfed by exhausted antennas, then,
dead silence cornered me.
A thrust lead me into a brisk walk;
I became Lot’s wife, looking back with every step;
slowly my forehead signaled:   salt;
the walk switched to a run;
the run turned into a race to doors
keys became powerless to open.

I stepped  
into a tub
as if I were going 
to be baptized
to purge 
to exonerate other sins;
the more I scrubbed 
the more I bled  
the more I washed
the more I saw 
felt 
just how disturbed
I was from the crumbling of 
—my guides since childhood
—my Towers.
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DisturbedGIOVANNI ORTIZ

will magically appear. 
—2,823 decompose
—1,058 named
—19,497 converge
—289 found 
all seized
in a sea of fire.

V. Friend Tony
I searched the night as it fell, like the loop of the Yin;   
I looked up and there,
a hands reach away, I saw it;
the lights reaching up,
higher and higher,
trying to comfort the sad stars which covered the navy sky.     
Now I am left disturbed.
I replay the events in my head;
a recorder turns on and it repeats:

“will change come tomorrow or will death linger?”

VI. Wife Susan
I’m disturbed by memories unwilling to detach; 
disturbed by the melted bodies
cutting
into my brain like a chisel to its love:                                                                                                         
tombstone x;
disturbed by:
YOU, ME, NEW YORKER, NEIGHBOR, CO-WORKER, 
TRAVELERS, STRANGER, FRIEND, VISITOR,  RELATIVE, 
STRANGER,  FORIGNER
alike;
I wonder why my world has changed
with just three flights 
and the gable brought down by one judge and jury. 
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9-11-13 Twelve Years Later
Eileen McNamee

Photography 
2013



24

Stephanie Marcelino 

My City is Silent Tonight

Today my city weeps for the young man 
who was stabbed on the thirteenth floor of my project tenement  
making his way down twelve flights of stairs 
leaving blood drops of dreams

Every flight was a prayer:
for his family  
for his wife and kids 
for all the victims that ever lived

My City
is silent tonight 
mourning the loss of another Black man 
who had so much to live for

My city is never silent
but tonight there is no
heart beat

Another Hispanic man died tonight  
and two more will die by the end of this week

Tonight my city sleeps
my city weeps  
as another father is lost to another violent night…

My city is silent tonight.
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Jesse Torres 

New York’s New Man

The pitch black sky was the perfect backdrop for the lit buildings. 
Standing on the balcony was something I did every night, just to watch 
the clash between the light and dark. It was a battle that I dealt with 
for years, but things were changing. I was on top of the world. I had a 
beautiful wife, a daughter, and had just won an Oscar.

“What are you doing out here? The party is inside,” said Jenna, 
closing the sliding glass door.

“Just needed some air,” I said, turning around and looking at her.
She walked over to me, shining brighter than Times Square. She 

had the ability to overtake a room as soon as she stepped foot in it. As 
I held my Oscar in my hand, I knew that its beauty was nowhere near 
Jenna’s. She and I had met on the movie set that I won the Oscar for, 
but she was my true prize. 

“Are you having fun?” she asked, fixing my tie.
“Yeah, I am,” I said putting my arms around her.
“I am so proud of you. You deserve all of this. I just wish your 

family could be here.”
After six years, my family was still a sore topic for me. I was repeat-

edly asked questions about them. When a reporter would mention 
them, my response was always the same: “No comment.” They were a 
buried treasure that I didn’t want to find or be reminded of. 

“I don’t! I have you and the baby. I don’t need them here.”
“I understand, but sooner or later, you are going to have to make 

amends with them. Brooklyn needs to know her grandparents.”
“She knows your parents and that’s all she needs to know.”
We both stood in silence with the noise of a plane soaring over us 

as a midnight melody. Jenna always wanted to meet my parents; she 
was an old-fashioned type that believed family was very important and 
should be strong and tight-knit. 
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New York’s New ManJESSE TORRES

would be married.”
“Who wouldn’t want to say yes to him? He’s a great guy, but more 

importantly a great father,” said Jenna, talking about me as if I wasn’t 
there.

“Never thought I would hear someone call him a great guy,” 
laughed Denver, as though he had said something witty.

As they continued their small talk, I kept asking myself, “How the 
hell did he find me?” For him to show up out of nowhere like Cadence 
did three years earlier was weird. Then, a light bulb went off in my 
head. Cadence was behind it. She also wanted me to reestablish a rela-
tionship with my family.   

“Why are you here?” I asked.
“It’s nice to see you too,” he said sarcastically.
“Cut the shit, Denver.”
“Phoenix, don’t be rude,” chimed in Jenna, flashing a dirty look my 

way.
“It’s okay. It’s been six years since I’ve seen him and he is still an 

ass.”
“Okay, I’m an ass. Is that it?”
“What the hell is wrong with you? I—”
“I haven’t seen you in six years, and you suddenly pop up in my 

house. Then you have the balls to ask what is wrong with me?”
“Babe, that’s enough! I’m sorry—”
“No reason to apologize, Jenna,” said Denver. He then looked 

at me. “I came here to give you a heads up that Dallas wrote a book 
that—”

“Should I give him a cookie for that?”
“Stop interrupting him and let him finish his comment.”
“His book talks about you, Cathy, and the accident.” 
I looked at Denver as though he was Cathy’s ghost. I assumed after 

Utah, all of this would have sunken into a black hole. As I thought 
about my past, I could feel their eyes on me. Jenna and Denver were 
looking at me and wondering what I was thinking, but all I could think 
of was Cathy.

“Why would he include something like that?” Jenna asked Denver, 
while she caressed my arm.
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“You shouldn’t deprive her of meeting your parents.”
“Are you talking about Brooklyn, or is this more about you?”
“Both! We have been married for a year and I never met them.”
“You don’t need to meet them.”
“Yes I do!”
“I don’t want you to, so just drop it.”
“It’s not about what you want; it’s about what’s best for us.” 
“Me being away from them is what’s best.”
It was possible that as much as I tried to become someone better, I 

was still selfish. I couldn’t get over my mother smacking me, my father 
telling me that I didn’t deserve to be a Green, and Dallas thinking so 
low of me; but before Jenna could reply, we both heard the sound of 
the glass door opening.

“Phoenix, someone wants to talk to you,” said a co-star of mine.
“Tell them I said to wait; I’m talking to Jenna.”
My co-star stuck his head inside, and then quickly brought it back 

out.
“He says it’s urgent.”
“Who the hell is he?”
“He says he’s your brother Denver.”
Those words were like a phantom punch, unexpected and unbe-

lievable.
“Tell him to come out here,” said Jenna, while I recovered from 

what I just heard.
As I stared at the door, my big brother Denver walked out noncha-

lantly. He smiled at me, but I didn’t smile back. I couldn’t wrap my 
head around the fact that he was really there. Me not smiling had 
no real effect on him since he was quickly embraced by Jenna. As I 
watched them, I noticed he wasn’t the same Denver I used to know.  
His physical appearance had changed drastically. His hair looked like 
it hadn’t been washed in weeks, and he had a beard that was close to 
hitting his Adam’s apple.   

“Nice to meet you, Denver,” said Jenna, letting go of him.
“So you’re the one that got Phoenix to settle down.”
“Yup, that’s me.”  
“You must have some magical powers, because I never thought he 
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sugar into my cup.
“Just trying to get my artwork seen,” he said, looking down at the 

menu.
“That’s cool. Didn’t know you were into art.”
“Yeah, I needed a hobby, but it’s not as exciting as winning an 

Oscar and being declared one of the sexiest men alive.”
I ignored his sarcastic comment because those things didn’t matter 

to me. I was glad to hear that Denver was doing something with 
himself. It was good that he was doing art rather than shooting heroine 
through his veins. But I wondered if he was still messing with that junk. 
Was it even worth asking about? Before I could decide, he turned the 
conversation in a direction I really didn’t want it to go in. 

“You know, Mom misses you,” he said, tapping the table with his 
finger.

“Okay, so?”
“It wouldn’t hurt you to call her.”
“For what? It doesn’t change anything.”
The waitress started to walk toward us, but she was waved off by 

Denver. I guess this conversation was more important than his stomach. 
I wished that everyone would just accept my feelings, but once again, I 
seemed destined for a lecture.

“Cathy’s death wasn’t easy on anybody.”
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
“Maybe you should. It might—”
“Maybe you should just fucking let it go already. I don’t want to 

talk about it.”
“No reason to get worked up about it.”
“Whatever, Denver! Why don’t you just leave me the fuck alone?”
I wasn’t trying to take out my aggravation on Denver, but I felt 

like a weak man trying to hold on to an anvil. It was just too much 
for me to handle; I couldn’t take it. The look on his face told me that 
he wasn’t expecting the backlash, but his look of confusion quickly 
changed to the same look my father would have before he gave me a 
lecture—the look that I tried to erase from my mind but was unable to. 

“I’m trying to help you.”
“I don’t need help from a junkie.”

New York’s New ManJESSE TORRES

“Obviously to sell more books,” I said sternly.
My emotions were all over the place and I needed to get away from 

it all, but not before I did something stupid. My mind was stuck on 
Cathy. Anger expanded inside of me, and I threw my Oscar. It nearly 
hit Denver in the face before it went crashing through the glass door. 
At that moment, the party came to a crashing halt. All eyes were glued 
on me, but it didn’t matter. Those eyes had no effect on me. I walked 
over the glass knowing that even though time had passed, I was still 
haunted by Cathy and my family. 

        
*     *     *

I lost count of the hours I spent sitting alone at a table in a diner 
across the street from my building. Like me, it was out of place. It 
was something out of the fifties. Old black and white pictures of Elvis 
Presley, Marilyn Monroe, and James Dean hung on the wall while 
the jukebox played tunes that my mom and dad probably danced to as 
teens. As the music floated around the place, I drowned my sorrows 
in coffee. That was, until I saw Denver walk in. He scanned the place, 
looking for me, and found me quickly since the place was like the era it 
tried to replicate: dead.

“What are you doing here?” I asked, placing my cup of coffee on 
the table.

“Jenna told me you would be here,” he said, looking around again. 
“Why are you in here?” 

He sat down across from me without asking for my permission.  
“No one bothers me here.”
“Yeah, I bet! The only people that probably come in here are 

people that own dentures,” he said, looking around once more. 
“If you’re going criticize, you should leave.”
He said nothing as he grabbed one of the menus that was left on 

the table.  While he examined it, I looked at him. It was weird having 
him sit in front of me after all those years. I couldn’t help but wonder 
what he was doing with his life. No matter how pissed I was, I couldn’t 
change the fact that he was my brother. 

“So what have you been doing with yourself?” I asked, pouring 
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importantly, that was the first time I could ever remember feeling like 
Denver was my big brother instead of the other way around.

“You know you can fix all this by talking about it or coming back 
home with me and repairing the things that need to be repaired,” he 
continued.

“You’re serious?”
“Of course I am. You need to reconcile.”
“I don’t need to do anything. Some things aren’t worth—”
I didn’t finish my sentence because I saw myself appear on the TV 

screen. Well, the person I used to be. I didn’t know that Denver was 
watching an episode of my old TV show “Diamond’s Club.” I never 
saw it because it reminded me of Cathy. I was written off the show 
because of the accident, and watching it at that moment was bizarre and 
eerie. While they paid me to laugh and joke around, off the set, I was 
the big joke and I didn’t even realize it until it was too late.  

“You remember this episode?”
“Yeah, that’s when I lost all my money on some scheme. Then, I 

was forced to work in the club in a skirt,” I said staring at the TV as if I 
was in that moment filming again.

“I remember being so jealous of you because you had it all. 
Successful show, Cadence by your side, Mom and Dad’s love,” he 
paused for a moment and then continued. “Would you go back in time 
and be with Cadence and—”

“In a heartbeat.”
I didn’t need to hear the rest of the question; if I had the ability to 

go back, I would because of Cathy. I would have done anything and 
everything in my power to avoid the accident. But before the conver-
sation could go any further, there was a loud banging noise that came 
from my bedroom. I looked at Denver, and he had a look of confu-
sion written all over his face. I quickly got up and walked over to the 
bedroom. All I could think of was that Jenna had fallen, but when I 
walked in, Jenna wasn’t on the floor hurt. She was walking back and 
forth with piles of clothes in her hands.

“What are you doing?”
My question was ignored, and I watched as she continued walking 

back and forth, dumping clothes into a hot pink suitcase that was over-
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As soon as those words danced their way out of my mouth, I 
regretted them. Denver wasn’t expecting to hear that. A look of disap-
pointment overtook his face as soon as those words hit his heart. He 
shook his head slightly, as though he was agreeing to something that 
only he heard. I wanted to apologize, but the words were too stubborn 
to come out. With neither one of us having anything to say, Denver 
slid out of the booth and I watched him zigzag his way past the empty 
tables and out the door. I sat there wallowing in misery that I felt I was 
going to be shackled to for eternity.

            
*     *     *

I remained at the diner for a few more hours after the situation with 
Denver. I probably would have never left, had club hoppers not shown 
up and disturbed my safe-haven, asking for pictures and autographs. A 
few of them mistook me for Johnny Depp or Colin Farrell.

When I walked into my apartment, I saw the light of the televi-
sion reflecting against the one glass door that stood standing. The one I 
shattered was covered by a big black garbage bag. I thought Jenna was 
watching TV, but it was Denver stretched out on the sofa instead. I 
didn’t think I was going to see him there. I assumed he was going back 
to whatever loft or garage he came from. I walked over and sat down 
on the loveseat that was across from him. He didn’t look at me once, 
and I couldn’t blame him; but it was still my house and I did deserve 
some respect.

“What are you doing here?”
“Jenna wanted me to spend the night even though I didn’t want 

to.”
“Well, you can leave if you want. No one is holding a gun to your 

head.”
“I didn’t leave because you’re my brother and I love your dumb 

ass,” he said, sitting up. “I know I’m nothing but a worthless junkie to 
you, but at the end of the day, I’m still your brother; and during bad 
times and good, nothing is more important than family.”

When I heard Denver’s words, I felt as though I was talking to 
Jenna. It was as if he took the words right out of her mouth, but more 
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“Don’t say a fucking word! I’m in this mess because of you.”
“Don’t talk to him like that. You’re in this mess because of you.”
I was in a no winning situation with her, and I couldn’t stand 

there and watch her leave me. So, I did what I did best and I left first. 
I walked passed Denver as though he wasn’t there. A small part of me 
thought that he would try to stop me, but he didn’t. I walked alone in 
the darkness thinking about how what was supposed to be one of the 
best days of my life was rapidly turning into one of the worst.

       
*     *     *

The sunlight penetrated the dark skies. I ended up at the last place 
I should have been. I stood in front of a massive house, where people 
would stop to imagine who lived in that particular masterpiece. It was 
where I stood when I first arrived in New York. It was Cadence’s 
home. The morning wind had picked up and introduced me to a candy 
wrapper that floated aimlessly. The candy wrapper was like me; it was 
out of place. It was out of our control. I walked up to the house and 
knocked on the door, uncertain if I was going to be greeted by the 
beauty or the beast. The door opened and my question was answered.

“Phoenix, what are you doing here?” Cadence asked, fussing with 
her robe.

“We need to talk.”
She looked at me in confusion. I guess she was wondering what 

exactly we had to talk about. I hoped that she had the answer because I 
had no clue. She opened the door wider and I walked in.

“What time is it?” she asked, leading me to the living room.
“I don’t know. My phone has been off all night.”
“Why is that?” she asked, while signaling me to sit down on her 

sofa. “You want something to drink?”
“No, I’m okay.”
“Okay, so what’s going on?” she asked, sitting down next to me.
“Jenna wants to leave me.”
Cadence’s jaw literally dropped. She wasn’t expecting to hear that. 

At the time, I couldn’t believe it either. I wasn’t planning to tell her so 
quickly, but all bets were off. I was so tired and confused about every-
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flowing. I continued to ask her what was wrong and she continued to 
ignore me. I had never seen her act that way before, and I didn’t like it 
one bit.  As she was about to pass me for what felt like the tenth time, I 
grabbed her arm and stopped her in her tracks.  

“Let go of me!” she demanded, trying to wiggle her way out of my 
grip.

“Not until you tell me what’s wrong.”
“If you want to be with Cadence, then go be with her,” she said, 

her voice beginning to crack.
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“You’re not stupid, so stop acting like you are.”  
“I really have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Would you go back in time—”
I didn’t hear the rest of her comment because I knew where it was 

going. I let go of her arm. She overheard Denver’s question and had it 
all wrong. It probably did sound like I wanted to be with Cadence, but 
that was far from the truth. She needed to know that wasn’t my inten-
tion.

“It’s not like that,” I pleaded with her.
Without her in my grasp, my words flew past her; she was once 

again ignoring me, but she did stop when she heard a low knock on the 
door. I turned around and saw Denver standing in the doorway with a 
concerned look on his face. I was in that mess because of him.

“Is everything okay?” asked Denver, leaning against the door.
“Yes, Denver. It is,” Jenna said with a half-smile on her face.
“Are you kidding me?” I asked, looking at Jenna as if she was nuts. 

“He says something to you and you respond. When I do it, you ignore 
me.”

“He doesn’t wish to be with his ex when he already has a wife and 
daughter.”

“I don’t want to be with fucking Cadence!”
“That’s not what you said.”
“It wasn’t how it sounded. I wished I could go back and change 

things.”
“Yeah, like being with Cadence.”
“I don’t—”
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“She was pregnant?”
“I think so,” I said, wiping the tears from my eyes.
“Get out!” 
I got up from the sofa and left; I had just added another person to 

the list of people that I had lost. Stepping outside, the sun shining on 
me as if I was still in the spotlight made me wonder what was next. If I 
went home, I knew that Jenna and Denver weren’t going to be there. 
I was more alone than ever, and there was no one to blame but myself. 
I wanted to be a new man, but that wasn’t happening. Things needed 
to change, and I knew where I had to start. It was time to go back to 
where it all began.
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thing that I had no clue what was right and what was wrong.    
“Why?” she asked, getting closer to me.
“Because of you.” 
“Wait, what?”
“She thinks I—”
I stopped in the middle of my sentence because I saw a photo of 

Cathy hanging over the fire place. Once I saw her, my mind went back 
to the crazy night of the accident.

It was a unique night; there were no stars in the sky, but the moon 
hung low and bright. Cathy and I were driving on Sunset Boulevard in 
my father’s cherry red Ferrari. That car meant a lot to my father, which 
made it more enticing to ride in without his permission. The music was 
blasting over Cathy’s pleas for me to slow down. It was as if she was 
in an invisible bubble of fear. Her inability to have any fun was begin-
ning to kill the buzz I was seeking. But then she told me something that 
killed my fun instantly: she was late with her period. I was stunned.

My foot hugged the pedal and we started going faster. I thought 
about being a father at sixteen; about how our little secret wasn’t going 
to be a secret anymore. I knew that kind of news would crumble my 
relationship with Cadence, and hers with Dallas. It would cause a major 
rift in the family, while at the same time, giving the media its next big 
story.

As I tried to stomach the news, all I could hear was the voice of my 
parents in my head, especially my dad telling me how stupid I was. His 
voice was the only thing I heard. It drowned out the music, but more 
importantly, Cathy’s pleas to slow down.  It was too late. On the cross 
path of Hollywood Boulevard and Sunset Boulevard, my car was struck 
on Cathy’s side. It caused me to lose control and the car spun, almost 
hitting a few people. The car didn’t stop until it went through a little 
boutique. Cathy and the driver of the other car were killed on the spot. 
Doctors said that I was lucky to be alive. 

I was telling the story to Cadence without fully realizing it. It was 
the first time I ever spoke about it. I wished I didn’t because when I 
looked at her, her eyes were pink and flooded with tears. I don’t know 
if it was because of her or the story, but I started to feel tears slowly 
make their way down my own cheek.  
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We Hum

West from 1st to 8th

The Avenues creep past rain slick  then north to 34th

Gutter puddle mirror wavering rainbow 
Radiant embers on the threshold of existence
I’ll miss this sophomore slog  
From Brookdale to The New Yorker Hotel
Oh, how I’ve learned to walk a straight line in all kinds of states of 
mind

I can’t help but think to where our dream grubbing fingers will lead us

Toward tit dick  
Toward pen cap  
Toward love loss creation 
Toward healing  
Toward drone strike  
Toward high peak low valley 

For now
We hum to hold like a conch shell to our ears 
The Past-Present-Future sound-light spectacle 

Whether spiny yawning flesh green grass blade fertility
Whether movie poster monoxide Maya seeking crystal verticality 
Whether star harnessed desert sand dystopia 

We hum in tune
 To the frantic syllable shotgun blasts breathless 
That moisten anxious eyelids

We HumJORDAN FOGLE

We hum in tune
 To the shrill stretching of tape tight around cardboard capsules 
That come with the end of old beginnings

We hum in tune
 To the hydroplaning taxicab foxtrots
The sulky soliloquies of side swept crazies 
The gum stained pavement jackhammer incantations
The rhythmic midnight dorm room mythologies 

With vision fixed on destinations not yet seen but conceived of
We hum in tune
 To the songs of ourselves

Home splay sleepy somnambulant bones across bed
Saccharine NYC sunglow now Industrial symbiosis   
Empire State needle persistently poking like child finger at warm sacred 
star
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Urban Noir

The twinkle of a far-off bar inspires hope in us, 
although the street is encrusted with debris 
scattered and spread on the sidewalk like warm viscera, limply hanging 
from wan bins. The pavement disgorges
a heavy, undetermined fragrance that pervades the
remains of the night and its residents. 

As we slip forward, we see two policemen neatly deposited
before a meek little pastry shop 
and the eyes of its enervated cashier straining through the chalky display 
window,
as we hear far off in the night the sprinkle of broken glass.
A distant alarm soon follows, warbling disconsolately, 
and one officer raises his eyes—two thin slits of inexpressive sheen—
as he surveys the streets before him 
while his hand rests on the outline of his firearm.
His colleague then dons his crooked cap
and flaunts a vivid smile at the dull moon.

As we approach the bar ahead, the siren of those policemen’s car bleats
forlornly, but soon subsides as the vehicle
slithers away and is swallowed up by the road before it. 
So we turn up our coat collars and enter Tom O’Grady’s Pub 
without a further glance.
Once inside, we sit on rigid stools 
and drink Scotch
and observe a poster behind the bar advertising the Florida Keys
and disregard the two distant gunshots whose sound plunges deep
into the fabric of the night. The bartender
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looks at us—with two vacant discs for eyes and
a nearly imperceptible fissure of a mouth—
and asks if we would like another.

We say that we would.

There is one more gunshot, however,
as poignant as a long goodbye, and we see
the bartender’s eyelashes quiver as he pours us our drinks. 
Last call, he informs the silent bar.
So we drink up and contemplate the Florida Keys,
and think of a sun, honey-colored as Scotch
and a sky, blue as the eyes of the fictitious Tom O’Grady 
and clouds, white as tonight’s empty moon
but not quite as worn or dismayed, nor quite as flouted.
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The Trail

Dad brought his attention to the trail. He scanned around, looking so 
lost and touristy that I didn’t think he’d ever seen the outdoors before.

“Where do we start, David?” Dad asked.
“You’ve never been on a trail before, have you?” I said.
“I have, but it was a long time ago.”
“We just follow the blazes.”
“What the hell is a blaze?”
I pointed to this ratty looking wooden stake that was hammered into 

the ground. It was hip level and had a green plastic rectangle about the 
size of a hand screwed onto it.

“That’s a blaze,” I said. “It’s the path marked by the Trailblazers of 
yonder years ago. According to Grandpa.” 

There was an arrow painted on it, so I moved my finger in the 
direction it pointed. 

“The next blaze is that way, my young apprentice.”
“M’kay,” said Dad.
We set off at a normal speed and kept a lookout for the next blaze. 

He didn’t seem all that interested in the trail. He absentmindedly 
watched the bushes as we passed them, but was pretty much stuck in 
quiet thought. I didn’t care too much. I was so happy to be outside and 
living it up in the wilderness. I mean, there were trees that reached up to 
the sun, bushes with tiny leaves that grew up next to them, and grass in 
every direction. It was all really good for my soul. 

There was a blaze right before the first turn. It had a number ‘1’ 
written on it with an arrow pointing to the left, so we followed it around 
a corner. There weren’t as many bushes or trees after that, just plots of dirt 
with a few shrubs jammed into it. It was kind of a letdown, but still fun 
to be surrounded by nature.

“Do you like the trail so far?” I asked.
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Dad gave a half-twist with his head and shrugged. He wasn’t even 
looking at me. I left him alone and that was when he started humming.

The trail went down this steep hill and we took it fast at first, but 
then we got into this thick mud that made the trail slippery. I zigzagged 
all over the place and had a hell of a time pushing through. Dad didn’t 
even notice. He kept up with the rhythm of his song and walked across 
the mud just fine.

I tried to do the same, moving to the beat like him, but the song 
was slow and sounded so hopeless. It was the kind of song that I could 
contemplate my own existence to, rather than one that would motivate 
me through that suck part of the trail. So after I was fighting the battle of 
muddy hill for a while, I lost my balance and my feet slid out from under 
me. 

“Shit!” 
I shot out my hands and grabbed around wildly. I got Dad’s wrist and 

held on tight. He almost tipped over, but caught himself.
“Get your balance,” he said. “So that we’re not out here all night.”
I pulled on his arm and pushed against the mud with my palm to 

pick myself up. I wiped my hand on my pants, but really had to fight the 
urge to wipe it all over his face. 

“That’s real compassionate,” I said. “You’re a real compassionate guy. 
Has anyone ever told you that?”

If he’d heard what I said, I couldn’t tell. He adjusted his watch and 
kept on going. I stomped some mud off my shoes, then followed him. 
My sneakers made this sucking sound every time I picked up a foot and 
my arms flailed out occasionally as I tried desperately not to fall on my 
ass.

But I took the hill easy and that seemed to help a lot. We passed by 
another stake that was half covered by a bush. There was a green blaze on 
it that read ‘2.’ The arrow pointed to another hill that was going up. 

The first few feet were hard, but the mud started to dry the higher 
we got and I liked that. Dad was humming along, but not for fun. Since 
he was a musician, any sound that came out of him was for work. He was 
doing his practice notes again, holding one then pausing to think about 
it. It was all random noise that I could have done without. 

He did those test notes all the way up the hill. When he got to the 
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top, he stood next to a baby pine and then looked back, watching me 
struggle and practically crawl on all fours. 

“You gonna make it?” he asked.
“Yeah,” I said. “How’d you get up there so fast? You never even 

exercise.”
“Good solid legs,” he said.
I got to the top and hung out there, trying to catch my breath. Dad 

kept going. I didn’t appreciate how he was able to keep on walking and 
humming down the trail. I took an urgent gulp of water and listened to 
him. He added a new chord to his tune and was twitching his head along 
with it. I clomped down the trail after him with these big, massive glops 
of mud stuck to my shoes.

“What are you working on?” I yelled. 
Dad paused long enough for me to catch up to him. 
“Just a new song.”
I grabbed a hold of his shoulder to keep me steady and kicked the 

air. I sent mud flying off my shoe and into a bush. It broke off one of the 
branches. 

“What’s it about?” I asked.
“It’s not about anything.”
“It sounds sad.” 
“I don’t think so.”
“Is it about Grandpa?” 
His face went flat and he started walking. I thought I’d said 

something horrible because there was an uncomfortable silence through 
blazes ‘3’ and ‘4.’ He didn’t even practice his song, just looked off the trail 
toward the pine trees. 

His vibe gave me goose bumps on my back. I wasn’t really having 
all that good of a time even though the section we’d come to was filled 
with trees and the sound of wind climbing through their leaves. It was 
beautiful, but I still felt alone. I was in my head with thoughts about 
Grandpa, and Dad was pissed off at me for something. I wasn’t enjoying 
the trip at all. 

The trail up ahead was flat, with the shadows of tree branches 
crisscrossing its path. I zoned out, watching the way the trail broke 
the landscape and cut out the way for us. It snaked right through the 
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overgrown bushes and curved around the bumps in the ground.
We followed it over small rocks and dried pine needles. We brushed 

past grass that sunk down low and reached out for the edges of the trail. 
Sweetgum branches dipped under the weight of crow landings, and Dad 
couldn’t have cared less about any of it.

But then we passed by numbers ‘5’ and ‘6’ still without saying 
anything, and by that time I was pretty sick of it. 

“Dad?” I asked.
“Hmm?” 
“You’ve never really said anything about what he was like when you 

were a kid.” 
“I don’t feel like talking about him right now.”
Oh, that one really got me. My jaw got tense and I flipped. 
“You know this is supposed to be a fun trip for my birthday where 

we’re supposed to be remembering Grandpa and bonding and junk, and 
you’re just depressing it up.” I ripped the hat off of my head and held it 
right up to his face. “You know Grandpa gave me this hat. It’s got grease 
stains and holes all over it, but I’ve been wearing it every day for the past 
month. Everyone at school laughs at it because it’s so dirty, but I wear it 
to remember him because he gave it to me. Did you even notice?” Dad 
tried to block me out by humming a little louder, but I wouldn’t let up. 
“No, you didn’t because you’ve been working on your stupid song too 
much to even notice.”

“Ah ha!” he yelled. “The guy in the boat!” 
Dad stopped and felt through his pockets. He jammed his fingers 

into a rear pant pocket and pulled out a spiral red notepad and pen.
“Who now?” I asked.
He raised a finger at me and then had the balls to shush me. 
I walked away from him but he stuck behind me. He had the 

notepad down by his ribs and was singing a new stupid chord. He eyed 
the trail and jotted down notes and kept on annoying me.

We passed by two more blazes and Dad wouldn’t stop working. He 
was swinging his pen in the air and humming, and then took more notes. 
There was an armadillo digging in the ground and he missed it. A rabbit 
was running away from us and he missed it. A huge oak tree was split 
down the middle and had a whole bunch of smaller oaks growing out of 
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it, and he missed it.
But right after we passed the next blaze, he slowed down. His pen 

wasn’t moving as fast and the hums stopped coming. He shut his pad and 
then asked, “Why are we walking so fast?” 

“I’m walking fast because you suck and I want to get away from 
you,” I said.

“But I thought you were enjoying the trip?”
“Pshttt!”
Dad sighed. 
“You know, I did lose my father. I’m sorry if I haven’t been paying 

you enough attention. I’ve just been thinking, is all. I didn’t mean for you 
to have a crappy birthday.”

Yeah, I felt kind of horrible when he said that and slowed up some. 
I knew he lost Grandpa too, but I didn’t really know what that meant to 
him.  

“I’m sorry,” I said.
“It’s fine. You don’t even have anything to be sorry about. I’ve been 

way too bottled up and I shouldn’t do that.”
“Well, can you tell me, you know, what he was like when you were 

my age? Did he always act like he knew everything? When we hung out, 
he would call himself the ‘King of Useless Information’ and he knew the 
most random stuff. Me and him always had a blast together.”

“There’s number 10,” said Dad. “And it’s ‘he and I.’”
I almost missed the blaze, but then he nodded at it and I saw it. It was 

stuck in between these two fallen branches and the ‘1’ was pretty clear, 
but I only saw part of the ‘0.’ There was a row of shrimpy bushes with 
sharp thorns that Dad stopped in front of. 

He ran his finger through his eyebrow and flicked off about a cupful 
of sweat. 

“How about we take five minutes, huh?” he asked. 
I wasn’t in too bad of shape, but I figured it’d be a good chance to 

maybe talk some more. So I shrugged and started digging around in one 
of the bushes. I snapped off a dead branch and flung it into the grass. 

“I could eat twenty burgers right now,” he said. “How about you?”
I got the feeling that he was avoiding my question and I didn’t want 

to let him drop it. 
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“Tell me about Grandpa.”
“Yeah, Grandpa. I guess you should know that your grandfather 

was a complicated man. Don’t get me wrong, he spent a lot of time 
with you and loved the hell out of you, but when I was a boy, I never 
really saw him. Every time I’d visit, he’d be okay for the first day or 
two, but then his temper would come out. You never spent more than 
a weekend alone with him, so I don’t think you saw much of that. But 
growing up, I always thought of him as a real bastard.”

“Hey!” 
I shot my head right up at him and felt my face heat up. Dad drank 

some water but was watching me over the top of his bottle. Then, he 
looked at the ground kind of ashamed. 

“Well,” he said, “maybe not always.”
I calmed back down and took a sip of my water. I sloshed it around my 

mouth then spit it out in an open space behind the bushes.
“I remember this one time,” he continued, “when I spent the 

summer with him up in Washington. I was probably about your age, and 
he took me out on my first and last camping trip.”

“Was it on Tiger Mountain? We went out there once.”
“I don’t remember... maybe. I just know that I was really into music, 

and I mostly stayed inside and listened to the greats: Louis Armstrong, 
Miles Davis, Sonny Rollins. He didn’t like that, so he made it his mission 
to toughen me up and give me broad shoulders like his. He wanted to 
make a real man out of me.” 

Dad’s shoulders were pretty huge. They were these solid globes that 
stretched out his sleeves. He caught me checking out the boney raisins 
on top of my arms. This weird smile crossed his face as he continued his 
story. 

“So we hiked all day with full backpacks that crushed my spine. 
He was yelling at me for complaining about how heavy mine was and 
telling me that it would make my legs stronger. He said that a man 
needed his legs to be hard so that he could stand up tall with them. 
Grandpa was old school, and I learned pretty quickly to keep quiet and 
suck up the pain.”

“Damn, Dad. Why didn’t you ever make me strong like that?”
“You’re fine just like you are.”
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“You’re wrong for lying to your son. But I’ll let you keep doing it 
anyway.”

That made him laugh. 
“We found a place to camp just minutes before night fall. We set up 

our tents mostly in the dark. I was a little scared, but knew he wouldn’t let 
anything get to me. It was too dark to collect firewood, so we ended up 
eating dried pasta and cold hotdogs for dinner.”

“Sounds nasty.”
“Yeah, the food was awful and my muscles ached. Then it got really 

cold, so as soon as I was done, I hopped in my sleep sack and shut my 
eyes. I couldn’t sleep though because of all of the animal noises outside. 
Howling, rustling, scratching. I must’ve been rolling around a lot because 
Grandpa asked me if I was asleep. I was afraid to answer him, though.”

“So what did you do?”
“I just stayed still. I guess he didn’t buy it, because he dug into his 

backpack and took out an old portable black and white television. The 
thing was ancient and probably weighed a ton, even without the dozen 
or so D batteries it used for power. He set it by my head and said that 
he’d brought it for me.”

“So you made him carry a big ass TV all day long, just so you could 
sleep? That’s pretty bad, Dad.”

“Hey, I had no idea. But the damned thing worked. At first there 
was only static, but then he landed on some Spanish language station 
and I went to sleep soon after that.” Dad laughed. “Then when we got 
home, he was so proud of me that he gave me this watch.” He put up 
his arm to show it to me. It had a yellow face and a leather band on it. 
He flipped his wrist around to check out the time.

“The day’s moving fast, isn’t it? I can see night coming quick out 
here.”

“Yeah, it is,” I said.
“I’ve had enough rest. You ready to go?”
I clapped my hands together, all loud and energized. It echoed in the 

trees and gave out this metallic sound that echoed all around us.
“Let’s do it!” I said. “We’re gonna dominate this trail.”
We started moving with the sun a little lower than it had been which 

made the wind pick up some. It was a lot colder when we passed by the 
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next couple of blazes, and it didn’t help that the trees had gotten denser 
and were keeping out a lot of light. I could have really used some of 
those rays to warm me up, because when that wind hit the sweat on the 
back of my neck, oh it sucked. 

Dad was ahead of me, but he wasn’t so far away that I couldn’t hear 
him.

“You know, maybe we should have waited for that guy at the lake,” 
he said. 

“Huh?” 
“The one with the boat,” he said. “Maybe he could have at least told 

us how many blazes there are on this trail.”
“Maybe.” 
“Ever since we saw him, I’ve been wondering about what he was 

doing all alone on that island. I really can’t get that out of my head.”
“Yeah, I didn’t want to tell you this, but I didn’t see anyone. So I 

think you’re getting senile in your old age.”
“Oh, that’s real funny,” he said. “So I should get you an appoint-

ment with the optometrist when we get back, should I? Because if I’m 
going senile, then you’re obviously blind.”

“Whatever. Just don’t obsess over it too much.”
Dad started humming again as we passed under some tree trunks 

arching over our heads. But the song sounded funny. Either he had 
seriously changed the notes or he was humming a completely different 
tune. I mean, it was higher and the tempo was pretty much at lightning 
speed. It sounded so bad that it sent pain through my head like I was 
getting repeatedly smacked in the eardrum.

We walked over rocks with rows of dead leaves streaked across them. I 
didn’t want to listen to Dad’s hum anymore, so I figured I’d get him to stop. 
But he was all in his groove, with his head tilted to the side and zoning 
out peaceful and stuff, that I didn’t want to tell him how much it sucked. 
Instead, I decided to break his concentration the best way I knew how.

“Dad!” I shouted. He snapped out of it real quick because I screamed 
that into his ear just like he was doing to me. It made him jump to the 
side and skid in between a bunch of pine cones that dotted the ground. 
“There’s number fifteen.”

“Oh, yeah. Okay. Damn. I saw that. Does it mean something? Why 
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are you yelling?”
“I just wanted to make sure you knew.”
He nodded then started his crazy hum again. 
“I thought you were going to relax with that for a bit, Dad?” 
“Yeah, I know,” he replied. “But we were just talking about that guy 

and then I got this whole new sound in my head. It’s a song, but I can’t 
quite figure out how it goes.” 

He popped out his notepad and flipped through some pages. He ran 
his pen down a couple lines of scribble, then jabbed it at the bottom, and 
jotted down two more notes. He thought real hard for about a minute, 
then got frustrated and scratched out the whole line. 

“Listen to this.”
Dad stuck up his pen and waved it to the side. He hummed a note, 

then shot it up higher and hummed another one. Then he dropped 
the pen down low for the next. All three of them scratched at my ears 
and made me want to cover his mouth with a pillow, but I gave this 
encouraging grin and said, “Wow, great, Dad.”

“Okay, but which one sounded better to you?” 
“I really couldn’t tell ya.”
He swung the pen back around and hummed to himself. 
“God, I don’t like either of them. I’m failing at this.”
“I’m sure it’ll come to you. It always does.”
“I know,” he said, “but I always have to deal with the belief that it 

never will.”
Dad looked up from his notepad and took a thought break. We followed 

the trail around a turn and off to the side where I saw the thickest, tallest, 
yellowish-green grass that I had ever seen in my life. I mean, that stuff was 
big. If I jumped on Dad’s back and stood straight up on his shoulders, the 
grass would still be a foot taller than that. 

Dad kept on going, but I got off the trail to look at it and maybe 
check out what was on the other side. But it was a giant wall and I 
couldn’t see jack.

“David!” 
I walked along the grass wall all the way to where I’d heard Dad’s 

voice. I saw him heading up this wooden platform that went from the 
trail and almost reached the top of the grass. I ran to the platform then 

The TrailKEVIN JOINVILLE

stomped up after him.
He was standing at the end with his arms stretched out across 

both banisters. There was this green copper plaque there and he was 
reading it. I pushed past his arm and saw that the plaque had a picture 
of a flying crane on it. I reached on my toes to get a look up over the 
pointed tips of the wall. 

The grass went about three feet deep and on the other side, there 
was this large field. It was what I’d been waiting for; that moment out in 
nature when the most beautiful thing ever just pops right out and says 
‘I’m here!’ 

There weren’t any clouds in the sky above and no traces of muck or 
dead smelling methane came from it. The swamp’s trees created a huge 
circle around the field and the only shade anywhere near it was solely 
mixed into their leaves. I mean, it looked so awesome with the sun setting 
because it gave the whole area this orange glow, and it gave the impression 
that the field stretched out beyond the trees and was boundless. 

There were some gray cranes inside and they looked real peaceful 
bobbing their heads around in the field. It was calm and quiet and I 
could hear Dad breathing right next to me. 

“Dad, is there a way in there? It’s beautiful.”  
“It doesn’t look all that special.”
“I want to go check it out,” I said.
Dad nodded at the plaque. “No. The trail committee’s guarding this 

field against disruption. This says it’s to protect the animals that live here 
and us from them as well.”

The birds jumped up. They flew away from us and were lost to the 
trees. They squawked, and I could hear it echo all around me.

“But,” he said, “at least they built this platform so you can see what’s 
on the other side.”

“But it’s so much prettier in there.”
“Maybe. I bet though, that if you were in there, you’d think it was 

prettier right here on this trail. That’s how it works most times. The 
places that don’t hold our footprints always look better.”

He slapped down my hat bill and it hit my nose. I actually didn’t 
mind when Dad got all philosophical on me. It was part of the reason 
why he was such a big dork, but he was a really cool dork most times. I 
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looked up at him with my eyes half closed and said, “What did you wish 
for?”

“At the lake?” 
“Yeah,” I said. “What did you wish for?”
He spun my hat around and fixed it all crooked on my head. 
“Oh, just stupidness, I guess.”
“Like, what?”
“The first coin was a wish for my song to be finished.”
“Okay, and with the second coin?”
“I actually didn’t make a wish with the second one. I just felt like I 

should throw it in.” 
“What would you have wished for?” 
Dad grabbed the bannister right in front of him and rocked on his 

heels. Then he squeezed his lips all tight and took a slow breath. 
“Well. I know that I haven’t really been there for you about Grandpa 

and I regret that. Especially since it reminds me of how he used to treat 
me.”

“Oh?”
“You’re a good kid, so I think I’ve done a pretty fine job with you 

so far. I’m a little messed up with all of this, though. Perhaps right now 
I can’t totally make my wish happen, but I want to try.” Dad brought 
his eyes up over the field. I fixed my hat and tried not stare at him too 
hard. He knocked his knuckles a few times on the plaque before he 
came back to me. “I’ve just always wanted to make sure that I treated 
you better than he did me. So, that’s my wish, I guess. To keep doing 
that.” I leaned against the railing kind of not knowing what to think. 
It was weird hearing him talk about Grandpa that way. It made me 
feel kind of crappy for him. “And you don’t hear me talk about him 
because it’s just hard for me. There were a lot of complicated emotions 
surrounding our relationship.”

“But you’re a musician,” I said. “You make a living off expressing 
your emotions?”

“Yeah, but music’s not the same as talking. It’s a whole different 
language.” 

“I don’t understand.”
“Yeah, I’m still figuring it out myself.” He looked down at his watch. 
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“It’s five thirty. We should get going before we lose the light.”
“And if we do?” I asked.
“That won’t happen. We’ll just pick up the pace some. I doubt we’re 

too far from the entrance.”
“Maybe we should call mom.”
Dad tapped his front pocket. 
“No, dammit. I left my cellphone in the car.”
“Did you get the flashlight at least?”
“Nope. Everything’s in the car.”
Dad rushed down the platform so fast that it was hard to keep up. 

He hopped off at the bottom and I did my best to stick to him. We 
kept going the same way we’d been heading and didn’t even care where 
we were stepping. There were twigs snapping all under our feet and we 
were kicking up a crazy amount of dirt. 

He bounced past number ‘16.’ I raced to keep up with him. We didn’t 
say anything; we kept our heads down and jutted forward. The birds were 
squawking it up enough for the both of us anyway.

The sun kept going down and was making the swamp fade out. 
These long shadows came out of the bushes and were growing night all 
over the ground. It spread onto my clothes and changed my shirt from 
light gray to wet rock, and my jeans into the same dark blue as the sky 
behind us. 

Blaze ‘17’ popped up and left just as fast. Dad was wheezing hard, but 
staying pretty much at heart attack speed. I didn’t sound much better. My 
legs were so tired that I was surprised they didn’t break right off at the 
hip. But I wasn’t going to quit. I swung my arms strong and got a ton of 
extra power out of it. I kept up with him. I was maybe a step behind, but 
I practically stayed right next to him.

“We’re almost there,” Dad said. “I don’t know why, but I can feel it.”
I looked at him when he said that and noticed the old man creases 

around his mouth. They were getting shaded in with night, and that 
made them and all his other wrinkles look much deeper. He saw me 
staring and asked, “What?”

But when he looked at me, I didn’t see my dad. The dusk made 
his gray hairs stand out, and for a second it wasn’t him at all. It was 
his father and he was running right next to me. I turned away. “Uh, 
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nothing,” I said. “I just noticed how dark it was, is all.”
“No worries, kiddo. I’ll get us safe to the end.”
“I know you will.”
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Night Shift

Twilight over the forest went
with the sun in auburn and gold.
Into the night the day is sent
though the stars are not as bold.
Its passage makes a gleaming there—
an invitation to the cold:
Behold
its murmurous majesty.
Lament
its deliberate despair.
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Trees on Fire

When the sun strikes their leaves, 
all ignites: rubies shining in the day 
become mere embers by night.
The trees are on fire 
all around us, engulfed in flame, 
until ashes are all that remain. 
 
The crisp autumn air offers
no relief: fever ensues and 
heat spreads until there’s 
nothing left; the fire’s fed. 
Greens, yellows, oranges and reds 
are all devoured ‘til they’re dead. 
One tree down: lifeless, 
left on the ground; 
no longer a brilliant crimson, 
but a dull, listless brown.
 
In a single vibrant swoop of gold, 
chaos consumes the rest; 
the wide landscape blazes 
as we watch, mystified,
enchanted by the beauty. 
The trees are on fire
all around us, engulfed in flame, 
until ashes are all that remain.
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The Lady of the Gardens

a Mona Lisa smile
capped with 
fragile glass

almond eyes
wreathed in spidery 
mascara

worn pompadour gloves
adorned with
Satsuma self-shank buttons

mahogany carved affections
scripted in a delicate hand
from a queue of admirers 

an empress of a garden
full of amaryllis petals 
doused in natural perfume

a chorus of footfalls
breaks the serenity
and her poise

amethyst encrusted lips
thin with creased parallel lines
across her forehead
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a ruby elixir of blood cascades from her mouth
a mixture of sensations 
overwhelms the onlookers

soaked taffeta
no longer a solitary hue
a symphony of cobalt, crimson, and plum

a Common Loon cries out
an understatement of tragedy
as the scene unravels

it rings with deceit and truth
pierced by an arrow
entwined with a snapdragon

straight to her heart
guarded by her maiden charms
aware that it shall find it’s mark

the Eucharis lily 
no barrier to that 
misguided dart of affection

the sender knowledgeable 
about the foliage of the garden
specifically, the lady in the center

what she meant all along
and what her suitor finally realized
in the form of the flowers she tended

a maiden to 
the orchid and the lotus 
she no longer walks in the garden she loved
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The Wild Within Us

I.

There were still stars in the wasteland. 
Stars can’t be wasted anywhere, 
not even in a land that has given up any hope like this one had.
There was not much ground between the bones I shared with the dust 
below me; 
Blood still poured out of that skin, 
as if to leave a trail for the love I wished would follow.

The star’s shine continued through the night.
There was no inspiration that could be drawn from the luminous drapes 
that fell down from the wasted sky.
I recalled stories of shooting stars and lost wishes. 
Perhaps these same stars had run off with them into a more fortunate 
world. 
Now they had found themselves in this sky:
The sky that I called a blanket when there was no warmth, 
the sky I looked upon in these wild times.

“Are you like me, stars? Do you share in my burden of self-hatred?”
 I did not scream to them;
 Silent was my call.

There was, of course, no response.
 
The northern winds hissed and drowned out any eerie silence left by 
the space that I left between us
I would not chase those stars and wishes that harbored lost hope. 
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No, not yet.

II.

Steps forward were steps down:
To a demise in everyone’s case before hers.
Steps forward were steps down: 
Around the path’s edge everything she wanted.
She turned, determined, away from the edge of everything to the 
beginning of something beautiful.

“What is beauty?” She whispered to herself, but I listened.
“Beauty can be overwhelming.”
 She flinched as she recalled the times beauty had overwhelmed her.
“Beauty can be destructive.”
 She touched herself where beauty had destroyed her.
“Am I beautiful?” 
She whispered to me now.

Those were beautiful times.
I remembered.

III.

I held onto salvation and you held onto her, 
but you only knew her as your scars and so she was just that: 
Our scars.

So I crouched down still, 
holding onto your salvation, 
whispering while you were still dreaming;
“Take her in your hand and take her back to her world; 
To the tallest and most beautiful summit, reminiscent of brighter days. 
Hold her one last time; 
Touch your scars and remember their feel. 
Don’t look to the horizon, 
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only at her and let her fall back to her world and let your scars heal.”

Before I woke with my salvation in hand, 
I turned to you, my girl—my scars— and I sadly asked, “Will I lose you?”

You had no verbal response, 
only letting tears fall into the windswept land below us.
I had not seen them since I stared back at you through the mirror 
I now find my devil in. 

“Will you forget about the scars we shared?” 

And still only tears fell, 
pooling against the ground below. 
And so I watched the pebbles that once led me here, 
gather in the sad pool,
in the space we left between us.

“Will you be happy in a world that only has a window to let you look 
back on the scars we carved into our skin and to the life we created with 
our love?” 
A whisper that passed those words to you.

Your eyes closed slowly as tears hung on your face,
below those very eyes I fell into long ago.
You leaned over, without words, 
and cradled my head with the touch I had never forgotten.
As you kissed my forehead, 
I felt the moistness of your tears against my cracked skin 
and it was then I knew you would not forget me. 
 
And so, I woke to the rising sun with only my scars in hand.

IV.

The trees broke a few yards from the edge of the summit 
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and you stood there with your back to me.
Your hair swept across your shoulders,
the dried blood still around your ankles.
My palm didn’t burn and my eyes weren’t tired;
My salvation stood on the summit of the highest hill before me and 
I had to let it go.       
 
I walked with a direction and a destination in mind 
for the first time in years as I approached you.
I glided along with the wind that hushed the landscape around us 
and I stood firmly next to you.

“Your world is beautiful.” 
I stated, quietly looking out from the hill we once shared,
to the life she now calls her own.

“Beauty can be overwhelming.” 

We both smiled and looked at each other.
You saw your blood on me and I noticed mine on you.
It had dried, but defined us still.
The caked blood smeared all over us symbolic of:
The pain we held onto; 
the hatred we held for our loss; 
the guilt we let overtake us; 
and the self-pity we stumbled over. 

Our tears sat on our lower eyelids waiting for the other’s soft voice
to push them over.

We held each other’s scars gently as the dead of night approached.

“I would take it all back now; 
Give this entire tortuous normalcy back to those who only seek out the 
simplicity. 
I would run back to those wilder times now that lay in rubble deep inside 
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of us. 
I would fall back down to that edge of nothing and the beginning of 
everything,
just to watch us climb up together again.” 
Tears fell as you spoke; 
They were our last tears and the last blood we shared. 

The wind picked up around us; 
Your world was stirring to have you back.

I held your scars once more, 
so that I would never forget your feel,
and I fell into your eyes one last time,
so I would never forget that fall, 
and I whispered, “We were meant for badlands, you and I.”

And in one last beautiful moment, she was gone. 
And out on the horizon, a new dawn broke over these wild times.
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John Doe

He allows himself release
as his lungs sigh and unfurl,
and the water slinks past his nostrils
and crawls between his lips,
just an imperceptible wisp before
it balloons and distorts
into a probing flood.

The water, a sprightly monster,
streams into his nasal and oral cavities,
but he thinks of that one beautiful summer—
when the days lingered
and there was running in the forest
and blueberries and blue lake water
and the trees beamed and swelled above him
with the milky afternoon light splashing
past the branches and silky leaves,
and he and his brother laughed.
His own lungs would collapse and strain
with every chortle as the two of them 
rung out their bathing suits and ran all the way home;
big breaths, big breaths, his brother would advise him tenderly
and squeeze his hand.

But now the sun fades into a cold, blue sphere
and glitters warningly from above
to whatever may find itself
lost and inert in the fabric of the water’s depth.

Big breaths, big breaths.
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The Cleansing

 (Enter, white room. A man, SCOTT REID, is walking, clearly 
confused by his surroundings. The room only has two white chairs and 
a white desk. A man in a white suit, BERNABUS, is behind the desk. 
There is a pile of papers in front of him and he is writing something.)

  SCOTT REID
 (Looks around)
Where am I?

BERNABUS
 (Looks up, expressionless) 
What’s the last thing you remember?

SCOTT REID
That doesn’t answer my question.

BERNABUS
It might.

SCOTT REID
 (Stares for a moment)
How about, I asked first?

BERNABUS
That may be true, but I asked the more important question.

SCOTT REID
What the hell, man?
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BERNABUS
It is times like this when I wish they would allow me another chair in 
this room.

SCOTT REID
I… turned around…

 (BERNABUS nods, putting his hands under his chin, propping his 
head up on them.)

SCOTT REID
No. No. Fuck you, no!

BERNABUS
Excuse me?

SCOTT REID
 (Points at BERNABUS)
No, no! You’re a fucking liar! Fuck you, no!

BERNABUS
I have not said a word.

 (SCOTT REID moves closer to the desk, slamming his hands on 
it.)

SCOTT REID

I’m not dead!

BERNABUS
You remember now.

SCOTT REID
No, this is a fucking dream. I just passed out. I’m not dead.
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BERNABUS
A second question won’t answer either of ours.

 (A beat of silence. SCOTT REID looks like he is going to attack 
BERNABUS, but then he takes a breath. He looks thoughtful.)

SCOTT REID
I went to get cigarettes… Jenny, my girlfriend, she and I got into a big 
fight, and after a fight I need a smoke.

BERNABUS
That’s a bad habit.

SCOTT REID
 (Gives a look of warning)
So?

BERNABUS
 (Chuckles)
Yeah, so. Continue.

SCOTT REID
Don’t interrupt me again.

BERNABUS
The floor is yours.

SCOTT REID
Alright. So I went down to the store, picked up some Pepsi and 
Funyuns while I was there. Went up to the counter, asked for a box of 
Marlboros. And…
 (He pauses. His next words are said in a lower pitch) 
And someone asked me… 
 (Puts his hands on his head) 
Someone told me not to turn around.
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SCOTT REID
But… she can’t. 
 (Leans forward) 
Please, please, let me go back. Tell her she didn’t do anything.

BERNABUS
Unfortunately, even if I wanted to, that’s not in my power.

SCOTT REID
Are you… Peter?

BERNABUS
You have no idea how often I get that question.

SCOTT REID
You’re not Peter?

BERNABUS
I am not.

SCOTT REID
Are you… the devil?

BERNABUS
 (Laughs)
You flatter me and yourself! As if the devil would deal with one soul 
out of billions upon billions?

SCOTT REID
Don’t laugh at me!

BERNABUS
I am sorry. I cannot help it. It is such a human idea, isn’t it? The belief 
that the devil—-or God, for that matter—-actually cares about you. 
What are you to them? These powerful creatures really want to deal 
with a speck on a dot in the infinite space of life? How arrogant.
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BERNABUS
 (Holds up his papers)
Scott Reid, right? Thirty-two, works in a factory, lives in Chicago?

SCOTT REID

…Yeah.

BERNABUS
I can assure you that you are dead.  At 3 PM, a masked assailant entered 
the grocery store you were in and told you not to turn around. You did 
the exact opposite and he shot you twice. Both times in the head.

SCOTT REID
No.

BERNABUS
I am afraid so.

 SCOTT REID 
I’m only thirty-two.

BERNABUS
The last person I had was a fifteen-year-old female. Suicide. Much 
faster, really, when they know they’ve died.

SCOTT REID
But…
 (Shakes his head) 
Jenny can’t think I hate her.

BERNABUS
Jenny has already gotten the call. She blames herself.
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BERNABUS
No.

SCOTT REID
So where am I?

BERNABUS
I guess the best way to put it is purgatory.

SCOTT REID
…I’m in purgatory.

BERNABUS
Sort of.

SCOTT REID
Fuck. I need a fucking drink.

BERNABUS
Sorry.

SCOTT REID
Should have paid more attention in Bible class.

BERNABUS
To be fair, you haven’t been to Bible class in twenty years, four 
months, and seven days.

SCOTT REID
Hey. What do you mean, sort of?

BERNABUS
I find it is best to offer an object of comparison before explaining.

SCOTT REID
So where am I?

The CleansingALExANDRA TORRES

SCOTT REID
Alright, alright! You’re not the big guy! But is this Heaven or Hell? 

 (SCOTT REID looks around) 

BERNABUS
Oh, the color? Means nothing. They figure the whole “pure white” 
look will help tip people off to the fact they are dead. The desk and my 
look—all part of the theatrics to help people understand.

SCOTT REID
Who is “they”?

BERNABUS
My bosses.

SCOTT REID
God?

BERNABUS
Again with the god. 

SCOTT REID
So he’s not your boss?

BERNABUS
Nope.

SCOTT REID
Fuck, am I in Hell?

BERNABUS
No.

SCOTT REID
So I’m in Heaven?
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SCOTT REID
What about… Heaven?

BERNABUS
I have never sent anyone to Heaven. In fact, I cannot even tell you 
with any certainty that Heaven is real.

 (SCOTT REID puts his hands up against his mouth, breathing into 
them.)

BERNABUS
I had an old woman come in, maybe thirty people before you. Ninety-
five. Complete sweetheart, a woman who believed in Christ with all 
her heart, gave as much money as she could to charity. She volunteered 
with children. She had multiple medical problems, most recently kidney 
failure. Her son wanted to donate his kidney, but they were sure she 
would die in the surgery anyway. Passed away in loads of pain, her son 
praying by her. He would assure her she would go to Heaven, and she 
would always reply ‘if God willing.’ She did not even believe what she 
had done guaranteed her a seat in heaven. When she came to me, she 
asked if I were Saint Peter, just like you. And her paperwork said the 
same thing yours say: cleanse, and return to life.

 (SCOTT REID slips his hands down his face, before putting his 
forehead on his hands.)

SCOTT REID
Then… what’s the point?

BERNABUS
Of me sitting here, or of your life?

SCOTT REID
Both.
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BERNABUS
It is the place where you’ll shed Scott Reid.

SCOTT REID
And get ready for Heaven?

BERNABUS
No. There is no Heaven. Not for you, at least.

SCOTT REID
I don’t follow.

BERNABUS
People believe in Heaven, Hell, reincarnation, nirvana, what have you, 
because they need explanations. They need to know life is worthwhile, 
that the bad will be ultimately punished and the good will receive the 
highest reward. But see, what people don’t get is that they are being 
punished already.

SCOTT REID
For what?

BERNABUS
It is not important. Matter is, there is a Hell, and you walked it every 
day you lived. Small hope to make you think there will eventually be 
something better, but there never is. You suffer until the day you die. 
And then you come to someone like me.

SCOTT REID
And then what?

BERNABUS
I cleanse your mind. You do not remember your life. You are reborn. 
Your life starts over again.
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BERNABUS
I have no idea. I am just doing my job.

SCOTT REID
Please.

BERNABUS
I am sorry. If it helps, you will not remember that conversation.

 (SCOTT REID moves to the floor, sitting on it. Crossing his legs, 
bending his head down to the floor. Audible breathing. BERNABUS 
lifts the stamp, pressing it against the paper, and the room darkens. 
SCOTT REID exits. Silence follows. The words that follow are in the 
darkened room.)

BERNABUS
Theodore Brennan, age seven. Second grader, wanted to be an artist 
when he grows up. His mother was driving him home after school 
when a driver, thirty miles over the limit, took a sharp turn and hit 
their car. Death by suffocation via the airbag. 
 (Sighs) 
There will be a tantrum.

CURTAIN
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Only a Memory

You will never go back to where 
they watch with eyes of arrows, 
manifesting daggers into your heart. 
Their piercing words rot you 
and as if maggots sprouted from your brain, 
they stare, transfixed and appalled,
eating away your reflection in the mirror.
 
Narrow hallways stretch endlessly now, 
yet you’re lost in a jungle 
of tangled vines. A jungle where 
wild hunters howl, 
tongues hung out in hunger, 
awaiting their meal of lost game.

Whispers scream at you like 
a red ant’s sting;
your burnt skin, charcoaled hair are 
a speck of dirt on their sugar-cube; 
corruption to its sweetness.
No matter how hard you try,
you are never going to be like them.
You will never be liked by them.
 
Clouds transform your eyes 
and obscure your vision; 
the world is covered in rain. 
It drips… downpours… floods… 
the pound of thunder echoes 
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through you, shaking your very core.
It slowly dissipates to reveal 
the aftermath of the storm. 
 
A mangrove, once beautiful, now 
lies broken, lifeless.
And yet, the fiends continue to hunt their prey. 
After all this havoc and destruction, 
they are unperturbed
by the sight of fallen limbs. 
 
You will never go back 
to be eaten alive by beasts; 
by those who stare transfixed and appalled 
at the very sight of you. 
You will never go back there.

In the end,
it will be only a memory.
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I Shouldn’t Have Been There

I shouldn’t have been there at seventeen,
with that bike lock around my neck,
while they played keep-away with the key
in this room decorated with a 
Confederate flag and pentagram,
I escaped back to my home every weekend.

Because they called me Three-Fifths and Fraction,
bruised my lip when I fought back,
and when my folks saw the N-word scribbled
on my white board,
they knew why.

But I came to San Jose State
for an education.

My tormentors named, charged, removed.
Fellow students gathered around
Tommie Smith’s raised fist 
to let me know I am not alone.

I learned 
some don’t know
it is 2013.
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Giovanni Ortiz

Justice

I
I was cradled,
as if I were made in mouth of an oyster;
protected as if I were a precious pearl.
All these lessons I received
nestled
in the shell of my oyster.

My father’s callous hands
exposed me to life ahead:
a zigzagging road,
the strength it took to survive,
the uncertainty every day opened to;
rough to the touch with a soft underbelly.

I opened my eyes;
my ears like antennas
picked up each signal from:
mother    father    friend     foe,
all teachers,
whoever the world brought to transmit: information/knowledge

II

At first I explored in color;                                                                                                                   
Conclusion: most everything is black and white like the opening and 
closing of the day;
EVERYTHING
turned into an exploration;
a salutation to the window   door   opened paths waiting for journeys 
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to be taken;
Every new day started with a clean slate.

I knew by the first few weeks the world was not a playground,
I knew in the weeks that followed why my name was so fitting,
I knew by a year old, struggles would only be powered by me.

My feet must be planted if I should rise,
my words must be firm true wise;
different teachers will teach in the classrooms I enter;
my classmates will be chosen for me,
my experiences lessons learned     wounds received or given
will be part of who I Justice will become.

III

Within a blink the world changes;
I open my eyes
the canvas is blank;
I close my eyes
by the time they reopen;
Picasso creates a masterpiece.

I turn my head
I exposed myself to the eyes looking at me;
by the time I returned to the center it seems as if these eyes have 
multiplied.

I found my inner strength
I found my head   shoulders    torso   hips   legs    when I rose;
I found my feet holding the foundation
created by the yin and yang;
I turn to face the other side 
what I saw before is gone.

I have forgotten how much I have to twist and turn;
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as if a string
is pulling me up
before I rise;
I have forgotten the noise I had to make to get
 fed changed   held;
I have forgotten    I must accept change in:
 me     caregivers
THE WORLD.

IV

I’ve learned seven is a magic number;
the changes start slowly;
by the time they come into view:
black turns to white
 love to hate 
 bliss to sorrow
 birth to death
the natural cycle completes.

V

Most importantly,
my teacher’s have taught me: 
some lessons are harder to digest than others;
my teachers are:
society,
friends or foe,
how I perceive
or am perceived
is by the color of my skin.

My scales will be kept balanced,
a fall will be followed by a rise,
an open heart will be followed by closed heart,
as if it were it were sealed to a wall;
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pain followed by healing;
In the end, 
Good   bad    indifferent
It’s all worth it.

Love will touch me in different ways;
love will show itself in different ways;
love will be dressed in different costumes:
full of color
OR
blank as an untouched canvas.

VI

My name means much;
but depends on who or whom
it affects.

Those I encounter
will judge me through their perception
of what MY name means to them;
—could mean hope,
—could mean resolution,
—could mean a closing.  

Justice to me is my name;
a name given with intent
a name which has long carried with it the strength of Atlas.

VII

I will carry the seven letters of my name                                                                                                          
make them have meaning;
I will be open to a seven year cycle,
and
with open arms
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I will be like the oyster is to its pearl

and

as nature
to life and death.

As a novice I will learn,
as a student my door will never close,
as a teacher I will teach
 those who listen,
 they will learn;
 those who don’t
 they will burn.

I will age,
I will live,
and eventually,
my cycle too will complete 
and
I too
like a leaf in the fall
my cycle will complete. 
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Human 

When I was nine, I took a pocketknife and wrote “Abandon all 
hope” really small on the inside of my doorframe. Seven years had passed, 
and she still hadn’t noticed. I took a deep breath and read it to myself as 
I entered the apartment. In front of me was the kitchen table, where a 
tiny cockroach crawled out of a box of Raisin Bran. I shooed it away and 
carefully shut the door. 

A sound came from the other room. I recognized it as the slow 
flipping of pages from the day’s newspaper. It was the same sound that an 
executioner would make while sharpening his knife. Fwwwwp. Fwwwwp. 
Fwwwwwp.

I saw my mother as I placed my backpack on the kitchen floor. 
She sat in the living room watching soap operas in the darkness. The 
television radiated a white light that flickered off her skin and hid her 
eyes behind its reflection on her glasses. Without eyes, she looked soulless.

I ducked my head into the freezer. I wasn’t hungry; I just wanted 
to avoid her. It was filled with TV dinners that had been in there for so 
long that a thick layer of ice covered them. The fridge section wasn’t 
any better. There was nothing in it but six hard-boiled eggs sitting in the 
door. Three eggs for the morning and three eggs for the evening; that 
was all she ever ate. She had boiled them for a long time and they were 
cracked with the white stuff hardened on the outside of the shell. They’d 
cooked for so long that the apartment stunk like sulfur. 

I closed the door without getting anything. 
There was half a wall and an archway between the kitchen and the 

living room. I was going to have to walk through there and past her to 
get to my bed. There was no door to my room, so I would still have to 
hear her; but my bed was home base and I would be safe there. I lowered 
my head and took three quick steps towards my room.

  She turned her head away from the television, which returned 
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her eyes and gave her soul back to her. She then aimed that soul directly 
at me. 

“You’re late,” she said as I stepped through the arch. Her rage was 
coming. It wasn’t all the way there yet, but it was coming. “Why are you 
late, Kevin?”

My throat tensed up and all I could manage was “I don’t know.”
“Where were you?”
“I don’t know.” What I didn’t know was how to answer her. The 

muscles in my mouth couldn’t physically form a sentence that wouldn’t 
piss her the hell off. Even if all I had to say was that I had a productive 
day at school, that rage would still be a part of her. “I guess...”

“You guess what?”
“I was just at school.”
“School let out two hours ago. Where were you?”
“The library.” That was when her fist flew into the couch.
“Are you trying to make me mad? You barely even know how to 

goddamn read. Do you like me yelling at you all the time? Is that the 
only way to get through to you?” I continued walking to my room. “I 
didn’t tell you to go anywhere.” I kept walking. “Get back here, you little 
shit!”

If I thought that going back and standing in front of her would have 
calmed her down, I would have stood there and taken a stern talking to 
before going to bed. That never happened, though. Not with her. She 
usually went on for a couple of weeks. 

“I suppose you don’t have any homework either.”
“No,” I said softly.
“I can’t hear you! Why don’t you speak up?”
“No,” I said not much louder, but I guess she heard me.
“No! No! No! You never have any homework, do you? No wonder 

you get straight D’s. They don’t teach you anything at that school. You 
know everyone thinks you’re stupid: Grandpa, Aunt Lisa, Aunt Lauren, 
Uncle Kerry. Everyone. And how do you think that makes me look? Just 
as dumb as you are for having a retard kid.” 

I faced away from her as I stripped down to my boxers. I probably 
had homework, but I never did it. I grabbed for my comforter. It was 
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crumpled on the floor because I hadn’t made my bed in a while. I 
hopped up, pressed my back against the wall, wrapped myself tight, and 
turned on the television.

Battle Quest: Orion was on. I hoped it was a repeat, but it wasn’t. 
Repeats made life easier because I didn’t care if I missed anything. The 
new episode came at the wrong time.

When she heard me turning up the volume, she must have thought 
I couldn’t hear her, so she jumped off the couch for better acoustics. Her 
98-pound body always made heavier than expected thumping noises as 
she paced back and forth. 

“You’re stupid! That’s all I can think of. That’s the only way you 
make any sense to me. Look at me when I’m talking to you!” I didn’t 
want to, but I looked at her. She was wearing black pants and a dark blue 
sweatshirt. Her face was bright red and there was this one vein in the 
middle of her forehead that looked like a forked river. It was packed tight 
with blood and ready to explode. 

She didn’t know, but I was using the same technique on her that I 
used with all my teachers. I watched her go back and forth so that she’d 
think I was listening, but really, I was off somewhere else. 

I was awake enough to catch certain key phrases like “Are you 
listening to me?”, “Do you understand what I’m saying?”, and “Are you 
crazy?” I just said “Yes” or shrugged my shoulders and tried not to retain 
anything she yelled. “Motherfucker!” was my favorite because I didn’t 
think she really understood what it meant to call your son that. 

“Do you hear me?”
I nodded.
“I should have sent you to the orphanage a long time ago. Would 

you have liked that, huh? The orphanage?”
“No.”
“Yeah, I didn’t think so, you motherfucker. It’s like prison. You’d 

never have survived. You know that’s where you’re going, right? Prison, 
because you’re a loser just like your scumbag father. And do you think I’ll 
visit you? Nooooo. I’d disown you first, same as I did with him. Ugh, you 
two are so alike, you disgust me.”

I turned my head back to the television. I didn’t care that it pissed 
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her off. I was pissed myself. Her yelling was so loud that I couldn’t follow 
what was happening. I pressed the volume on the remote, but it was 
already as high as it could go. It sucked! All I did was hang out at the 
library after school, but because the volume on my mother’s craziness was 
even louder than the television, I had to sit there and not pay attention to 
either.

She calmed down around midnight and sat back down on the couch. 
I was really hungry, but didn’t go to the kitchen because I knew the 
sight of me would just start her up again. The hunger would go away 
eventually. It always did if I ignored it for long enough.

The break didn’t last for very long. She continued at about ten after 
midnight, taking two or three more breaks, mostly going strong until 3 
a.m. When she finally went to bed, I was able to close my eyes. The little 
sleep that I did get was dreamless, which was fine. I didn’t like dreaming 
anyway.

The next morning, I headed to school. The Union Square station 
smelled like it always did of fresh urine and rat. I followed the stench 
past an old man playing “Amazing Grace” on his bagpipes and down the 
staircase to the uptown 4, 5, and 6 trains. An express was there, but before 
I could reach the platform, the doors closed with the familiar “bing-
bong” sound that made me force out a pissed-off groan. 

I kept pushing through hundreds of New York City’s most 
disgruntled straphangers with my large, unruly backpack crashing into 
just about everyone attempting to exit. I caught an onslaught of dirty 
looks, bad attitudes, and a kick to the shins for all the effort I took to stop 
it from hitting them. People didn’t understand that it was my school’s 
fault my bag was so big, not mine.

I finally got through the crowd and walked to an area near the end 
of the platform that was practically empty. I planted myself there and 
watched a blur of faces through the windows as the train sped by.

There was a moment after it had gone when the air rushed to fill 
the vacuum that the train left behind; the wind surrounded my body and 
swung my arms gently forward, and at that moment, as the void pulled 
that gust of air past my ears, the entire station was made silent. It was the 
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last moment of peace I remember having that day. 
I first saw him just after the train had left. The junkie was digging 

through one of those tall black garbage cans that were littered all over the 
subway system. I should have turned around, but I couldn’t stop staring 
at him. His face was completely covered by long brown hair and even 
though he was hunched over, he was still much taller than me. He had on 
a jean jacket that was open and showed off a tight white t-shirt. He was 
so skinny that he looked like a stretched out marshmallow. 

He was obviously stoned because of the way he acted. He was 
digging through the can slowly and dropped his head into it a couple of 
times as he nodded off. He just looked like some poor bastard who spent 
his whole life as a loser. I mean, I was apparently a loser too, but at least I 
didn’t look like that. 

I was going to get away from him and maybe try to get to the other 
end of the platform before the train came, when I noticed a little old lady 
standing by the garbage can. She seemed nice and grandmotherly with 
her purse hanging on her arm and a blue scarf around her neck.

I thought about standing next to her to protect her, but I chickened 
out the moment the thought of being stabbed with a diseased needle 
popped into my head. It didn’t feel like the manliest thing, but I decided 
I was going to get out of there even if that meant leaving her defenseless. 
Before I could move, though, the junkie lifted up his head and turned to 
walk away. Since he was going, I gathered up my balls and stood next to 
the old lady. 

It was partially for safety and partially out of fascination that I kept 
my eyes on him. I wasn’t the only one. Two guys standing behind me 
were talking about him. 

“Look,” said one of the guys. “It’s some of the New York City 
wildlife.”

“What?” asked his friend. “The city doesn’t have any wildlife.”
“Sure it does. It’s got pigeons, rats, roaches, alligators, and junkies.” 
I gave out a little chuckle, but felt bad about it.
The junkie bobbed and weaved his way towards the far end of the 

platform, doing his heroin dance towards the floor and taking a quick 
nap every few shuffles. I was rooting for him to make it all the way down, 
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but he kept popping back up. I tried to imagine a place so important that 
I would fight unconsciousness just to ride the train there. I couldn’t.

He eventually bobbed his way over to the edge of the platform, 
crossing the yellow safety line. I wasn’t sure if he was awake enough to 
know how far over the line he was, but it looked like the tips of his shoes 
were only two or three inches from stepping on nothing but air. 

I was going to say something; I didn’t want him to slip onto the 
tracks and get crushed. But every time he nodded forward, he’d pop back 
up before falling, so I figured he knew what he was doing. Even when 
I heard the loud screeches of the train coming, I didn’t feel like I should 
have said anything.

My right foot was touching the yellow line, but I moved it when 
I saw the lights of the number 4 train in the tunnel. The junkie didn’t 
move; he stayed at the edge. I inhaled deeply as he nodded forward right 
before the train reached him and exhaled in relief as he moved backwards 
just in time for the first car to safely pass. He didn’t fall on to the tracks. 

I don’t remember if it was a smack sound or a thud. There was 
definitely a sound, because the next time the junkie nodded forward, his 
head smashed into the front of the third car. 

“Holy shit!” I yelled. 
The junkie’s face whipped to the side and vacant eyes looked back at 

me. Adrenaline rushed to my stomach, then leapt into my heart with such 
momentum that I was jolted upwards. As the man flew back, I found 
myself not looking away or running in a safer direction, but in mid-flight 
jumping towards him.

My plan was to run fast and move the man to safety, but that wasn’t 
what happened. I barely landed when both of the man’s feet slipped in 
between the train and the platform. His hands flew out behind him, and 
the right side of his body scraped across the ground as the train dragged 
him to me.

“Oh shit! Oh shit! Oh shit!” I started shouting as I looked around 
for help. The old lady beside me let out a soft scream and then ran away. 
The two friends behind me were running away as well. I had no idea if I 
should follow them or not, so I just stood there.

The train moved fast. The man slipped further down and was being 
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dragged by his thighs. His arms were above his head, flailing around 
without life or conscious control. I saw his face. His eyes were closed and 
he was silent. 

I decided that when the junkie got closer to me, I was going to grab 
him under his armpits and lift him up. 

So I waited.
I was aiming for his arms, but I would have grabbed anything. He 

was an inch away from reaching me, just one stupid inch, before his head 
was sucked under. Literally, there was a sucking sound as the train inhaled 
the back of his head and squeezed it through the gap.

“Oh shit!” was the only thing I said, and I kept repeating it. I 
ran alongside the junkie until the train finally stopped. There was a 
conductor in that same car with his window open, so I ran up to him. 

“Hey! Hey, man!” The conductor’s head was sticking out the window 
but not facing me. He had his earplugs in and couldn’t hear a thing. I 
tapped him on the shoulder. He turned around and freed his right ear. 
“Hey, man! You just ran over someone!”

“What?”
“You ran over this guy, look!” I pointed back in between the first 

door and the second. All that was showing was a torso, bent like a raw 
piece of macaroni. The rest of his body—mid-chest, head, and legs—was 
hidden from me, jammed inside of the gap. “The guy’s dead, man!” I 
didn’t know that exactly, but he had to be. His chest was stuck in a space 
that was two inches wide, and his trunk was unnaturally arched so that 
his spine looked like it had snapped. He couldn’t have survived that. 

The conductor’s eyes widened, and he ducked his head back inside; 
I guess to use the radio. I didn’t know if telling him was enough, so I ran 
upstairs.

I went back through the turnstile and stopped in front of the token 
booth, where the clerk was having a conversation with someone he 
seemed to know. I banged on the glass.

“Hey, someone was just run over.” The guy either didn’t hear me or 
was too busy with his conversation to care. “Did you hear me?” I banged 
again, “I said someone was just run over!”

He wore the MTA uniform—dark blue sweater and tie—which 
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meant he was supposed to care about his customers, but the look he gave 
me for interrupting his conversation told me something different. 

“Which train?” he said, and then slowly moved back from the 
microphone.

“The 4 train. The 4 train just hit a guy.”
“Uptown or downtown?” he said, calm and relaxed, like he dealt 

with someone getting run over every day.
“The uptown.”
“Okay.” I didn’t notice if he called 911 because I had turned away. 

My pulse was beating in my head and my hands wouldn’t keep still. 
Someone left the station through the emergency exit. I still had 

to get to school, so I was forced to go back in. Ignoring the turnstile, I 
walked through the open gate. I looked back at the clerk, expecting him 
to say “Pay your fare,” but he didn’t. He continued talking with his friend.

My legs were wobbly as I walked down the steps. I was amped. Not 
just because of the junkie but also the clerk. I reached the platform and 
backed up to the local side. The express was still there. The doors were 
open and the train was emptying out. Most of the people didn’t even 
notice the dead man through the crowd, but a few did; mainly the ones 
that ran away when he’d been hit. They came back just like I did. 

I squatted down, trying to look at what was going on. Two cops were 
there, but I could barely see anything else through all the suits and feet. 
Then, the 6 train rolled in behind me. I didn’t pay too much attention to 
it because I wasn’t ready to leave. The cops might’ve needed a witness. 

A guy came down the stairs. He had a badge around his neck that 
hung by a chain, but he wasn’t dressed like a cop. He wore a thick flannel 
shirt, Yankees cap, and had a mustache. He must have been undercover, 
because the uniformed officers continued hovering over the junkie while 
he took control of the passengers.

“Okay everyone, listen up!” he shouted to the people on the 
platform and the others getting off the local train. “I need you all to 
either head upstairs or get on this number 6 train. I need this area clear so 
we can make room for Emergency Medical Services.”

He said it again. People hesitated, and then eventually did what the 
officer said; but not me.
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“Hey, son,” he said. “Son, do you need medical attention?” I shook 
my head without looking at him, hoping he wouldn’t tell me to leave. 
He came over and bent down. “What’s your name, kid?”

“Me? I’m Kevin.”
“Okay, Kevin. I need you to get on this train before it leaves so I can 

make room.” I looked at his face. His eyes were kind.
“But I can help.”
“Go ahead,” he said softly. “You don’t need to see this.” He picked 

me up, and then waved at the conductor to hold the door.
Another guy and I walked into the local train. The other guy was 

middle-aged and short, with a thick black beard. He wore an army hat 
and jacket with blue jeans.

“Here, you dropped this,” said the army guy. He had my backpack in 
his hands. I didn’t even remember taking it off. 

“Thanks,” I said and grabbed it from him as the doors closed behind 
us. I looked out the window. No one was on the platform except for the 
cops. They were shouting stuff at the junkie, but he wasn’t moving. 

“There’s no blood,” the words came out weak like I was going to cry 
or something; but I wasn’t.

“What?” said the army guy.
Not a single drop. 
“There’s...” I let it go. It was a stupid thought. “I tried to help him.” 
“At least you did something,” he said. “All those people out there, 

they didn’t do jack.” 
“It wasn’t enough,” I said.
He seemed like the kind of guy who liked to have answers, but he 

was failing at comforting me and knew it. It made him look hurt, or 
maybe he just understood what I meant. Without saying anything, he 
pursed his lips and moved further into the car, stopping at the next door. 

The train moved and I stared at the junkie until I lost sight of him. 
Then, I turned and faced the other passengers. 

Why wasn’t there any blood?
I wasn’t in the last car, but close enough that there shouldn’t have 

been such a crowd. They were all absorbed in their own private worlds. 
They hadn’t seen the man get run over, so they were oblivious. I mean, 
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they were giggling and talking and sleeping. They were reading and 
listening to their headphones. They were ignorant and having too normal 
of a day. I didn’t want to ride with them for the next nine stops; I hated 
them too much. 

The train entered the tunnel and I turned back around. Blank 
darkness was speeding by outside. It made the window reflective and I 
could see the army guy through it. Both of his arms were stretched out, 
grabbing the overhead bars on each side of him. His head slunk down 
and his body moved in rhythm with the train. I wanted to talk to him. I 
wanted to talk to him really bad. I even hoped he’d see me staring, but 
then, I looked away. I wanted to talk to him; I just didn’t know how.
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Fried

My mother loved to fry my ass with the kiss of the sun                                                                              
the yawning of the moon;
as if I were a chicken,
my rump became crispy   oily to the touch; 
but unlike good fried chicken, one never wanted to eat my bum,
it always looked as if it were staring back with the anger                                                                                                  
of the Tasmanian devil.

My ass was angry like the chicken                                                                                                                      
who pulled the short straw;
my rump was furious like the cow                                                                                                                               
pissed because her utters hurt and the farmer paid no attention;
my cheeks became angry like the marble                                                                                                                    
after the chisel cut off its outer layer.

My mother loved to fry my fanny  
RED 
HOT.

Mom would do it with the permission 
from the tree as she picked her branch; 
she would do it with the mocking laughter                                                                                                         
of the belt;
she would do it with the singing and clapping                                                                                                   
of her slippers.

My mother not only loved to fry my buns
when I stared her down after her refusal of candy;
but she also loved to bake my cheeks too  
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when I rolled my eyes from east to west like a gunman                                                                                              
as he took a shooter’s stance;                                                                                                                               
sitting felt like the slap of the frying pan on a burner.

Mom also loved to season my chulo with her favorite spices: Mexican 
Chili Boy
or Mad-as-Hell Cayenne who always danced around like an Indian just 
before he went to war;
or when my nalgas     rump     cheeks     rear were out of reach                                                                                       
Mom always found her pitchers flare,                                                                                                                         
she pitched her finest game with a fresh cut tomato,                                                                                                
which she landed just in time to strike me out.

Yes sir,
my mom loved
to fry, bake, burn, simmer, broil, smoke and over cook       
mi fundiyo;
she even freeze dried my can
— when frying didn’t get the taste she craved.

I’m grown, now;
but when I see chicken frying 
I still recall my mom;
how her swift hand burned as soon as it landed;
if you ever heard of the mother traded from minors to the majors in 
one season,
she be the one. 

Yes sir, just like the chicken ran away from the carving knife with 
happy teeth, 
or the egg ran away from the edge of the mixing bowl,
I too sprinted;
 
And I still keep running,
 the finish line will inform me
  I am out of harm’s way. 
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Momento

the dog lived and loved
in the yard
and made circles and dances with sticks of wood
a sweet chamomile scent 
when the                          breeze                    wafted across the field
when one felt lifted
eyes could penetrate the soul
x-ray vision

five mountains to cross
one behind the other
under the sunset 
far into 
a homemade Shangri-La
a place I never called home

moonlight, the light that was too much 
to bear
wishes of freedom, but it never happened
call it foolish sentimentality
I wish a reckoning did happen

to please the husband
the lesser half of her
silently   a boy counts
praying for no work
as she stands beside the wall
greasy apron adorned to tell them 

“I’m leaving.”
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a resounding (slap)—
 
insurance to make sure 
he comes
“That’s the ticket.”

he’s gone already
the man’s eyes the dark of ether
moans through puffed lips and quickened breath
the man, the watcher
his pulse a rhapsody
no one questions his arrhythmia 
of the heart

I remember the night 
she left

the boy felt stung by a scorpion
ten hours of salty seas
never once setting sail for shore

he went crawling to the pantry
a sack of rice
amongst the organized rows

the man wants his poison 
flashes of eerie cellar light
diabolic (thuds) of calloused feet
radioactive danger
disoriented flies bat
at the artificial sun

her name
(whispered)
a hundred times

Momento

at those words a toothy smile surfaced
as if to prove 
free thought is damning 
that there was a hand 
of undivine      justice
the boy no longer prays
but pleads for the man 
 to come 
no closer.

 “Silence!”

he swung toward the boy
with anger and need 
etched on his face
half in his clothes and     half out 
the life of the boy 
slowly spilling 
out 
from defeated whimpers

the old beatings still fresh in memory
no longer a child at heart
he who had to
navigate a state of
continuous quiet affairs

“Get on your knees boy.” 
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the first time 
the boy spoke to me 
he went against the door
his figure diminished
molded by pain
glaring through the haze, angry at 
my deformity

“I admire the spirit of your ambition.”

I blinked , saying nothing
blueberry muffins on the floor
a breakfast of 

serenity

The peace broken by 
a closing door,
(clicking) insects,
and the endless rain

Wind chimes twisted in the wind
feet placed upon the welcome mat
the boy’s hand in mine

a drunken curse    floats by
a hybrid of emotions
overwhelm
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As the Evil One descends upon him—
the sole       mosquito
drinks

With thick candles 
and thin whips the boy is subdued
ignorant shadows pass by
on the dandelion walls

Always the man (clicked) his (tongue)
agitated at cattle
the boy, never brave, cowers
the sound 
torture to his mind

Although of mother’s blood
the boy was never
his

for hours he would stare 
at the stitches 
the mattress the      only comfort
since his birth

His toe burned away tonight
an injury that can always be 
covered
hidden in secrecy

forgotten
amidst the other scars 

May is the hardest
for uNbAlAnCeD
checkbooks
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Memories that poured
liquid paraffin
on broken toes
a match fueled by hatred

The boy races to salvation
he performs an incantation
hoping it works
after twenty hours
the boy was      free
the boy was      safe

My mother only said,
“I’m leaving.”
I never said a word
(Silence) my weapon
the boy ever more 
courageous
than I 
ever imagined
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The House

the whisper of the knife against leather,
the whisper more of a rasping texture, the feel of heather,
the touch of a Heather I once knew,
with the pinched face of a shrew,
the shrew burrowing in the soft, cool earth,
the dull, rosy-hued cardinal above giving birth,
birth of a melodious song that floats,
the song that channels amongst orange origami boats,
the orange boats complimentary of the azure river below,
the painted river stained with dyes that run like a fine bordeaux,
the wine, the spice of life,
the life that is barely tolerated by the wife.

the rosy glow of a fire simmering down,
the house with a perpetual frown,
the fireplace aglow with logs filled with hope,
the frown and silence at the hanging rope,
the house of dreams long since shriveled,
the head of the dog statue perpetually swiveled,
the dreams gone gray and mellow,
the shirt of the wife patterned a dull-daisy yellow,
the cuckoo in the clock silently screaming,
the ticking clock aware of the scheming,
the ever grinning shotgun on the mantel,
the glass of whiskey untouched and the phone dismantled,
the hum of the refrigerator at odds with the silence,
the hum unaware of the inevitable violence,
the glow of the fireflies in the jar used for jam,
the eerie eyes of the black stuffed lamb,

The HouseSTEPHANIE CROTTY

the weighty eyes of the portrait above the table,
the table burdened with knowledge that is not a fable,
the fable not something for kids,
the not something that a god may forbid.

the unnerving repeating hums,
the repeating rhythm of drums,
the creak of the frowning house settling with a sigh,
the sigh, an instant in time where the wife knots her only tie,
the tie that will be taut around her throat,
reminiscing of that orange origami boat,
the origami a palette of her choice,
the palette that gives a humble, soft voice,
the voice, her voice in the country house,
the house of that cowardly mouse,
the mouse that would squeak and shout,
the shout always leading to a pout,
the pout becoming a ricochet of mood, 
the mood changing from romantic to crude,
the romantic golden glow has decayed,
the hope that the rope will not become frayed,
the rope and the suspended kick-off,
the muffled phlegm-filled cough,
the creeping cough rounding the far corner, 
the owner of the cough swiftly becoming a mourner.
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Aidan Cooper

A Practice in Reality

There was only the drawn blood,
tickling and digging its crimson path 
to wake me

It wasn’t re-birth,
no that is a label: 
for the conscious,
the directed,
the able-bodied pilgrims:
that float by my crimson path—
I called this a discovery

Severed at my bent elbows and sloped at an undefined angle,
there was no subtlety to the clasp  that clicked around my wrists

Pros of the last rites,
they knew my slope
and they raised me,
dabbing the tips of their unwashed fingers 
into the now stitched wounds of a forgotten life

My bitter flesh
floated like poetry out of the uniformed catalysts,
equipped to handle the formula created with my carcass

But it was in that moment
when my head pulsed with the painful wounds,
that my grey eyes turned to cobalt blue

It was in the most desperate of times
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that the thickness of my insanity’s pleasure
slowed to allow a calming whisper

Old blood dared not to cake,
but to run with the rhythm of a growing joy,
as I was led away to the life I once knew

New eyes caught sight
of the loving mend which sewed to the binding of my sanity

The crimson path runs only in the darkest of dreams,
the gray of those four walls
press tight against my pale skin
my cold blue eyes stare out 
of a face banned from society

I still live in the moment,
where I let the hope of a free day’s shine
burn my scarred skin

I still live in the moment:
when the drumming of those damned men’s midnight curses
ceased falling from cells:
from homes just like mine

I now share my burden and the weight 
of what I can recall
with the boy I share a life 
and a re-discovered path with

And I walk in the path of the dried crimson
with his hopeful blue tint
spread across my gaze and while my scars still itch,
the shine of a free day casts no light
on the savage in my smile
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What is Right

 Young Sir Matthias stood guard with Sir Hugo outside the large 
oaken door of the Queen’s chamber. The ears of both men were privy 
to the sounds coming from within - sounds best left unheard by the 
innocent ear. Sir Matthias wished that to be the case, though he was 
far from innocent, for it all sounded unpleasant and cruel to the skin. It 
sent shivers down his spine.  The King was inside with his Queen.
 Inside, the two men could hear the Queen pleading as the King 
mercilessly ravaged and beat her. The King’s murderous tone echoed 
in the empty halls beyond the door, drowning out the Queen’s painful 
cries. Sir Matthias looked at Sir Hugo, but the older knight was 
unfazed.  He’s been through this before, apparently. The young knight could 
only flinch at every crack of the whip, every sound of flesh hitting flesh, 
moan of pain, and plea for help. He stood there and endured until he 
couldn’t anymore. The cries were becoming unbearable. He turned to 
Sir Hugo for answers.
 “Sir,” he silently pressed. “Aren’t we sworn to protect the Queen as 
well?” he asked.
 “Indeed we are,” the older knight said, “but not from him.”
 Not from him, he thought. As a member of the King’s royal guard, 
he had sworn to obey and defend the King, but there were other vows 
as well. Vows of chivalry and vows to uphold everything righteous. Sir 
Matthias had been privy to the King’s atrocities and not a day went by 
where he didn’t question the validity of his vows. The very vows he 
swore to adhere to ever since he donned the symbolic white cloak of 
his order.
 “Does the commander know about this?” asked Matthias. “We 
both know the King has changed ever since the outbreak of the war, 
but to harm even his loved ones….” The young knight shook his head.
 Sir Hugo remained silent. “Remember your vows, lad,” he finally 
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bowed and left the King to himself.
The King’s dogs, he thought. Sir Matthias felt uncomfortable 

serving with the likes of those three, for their admittance to the order 
was never legitimate. They forwent the process required to be part of 
this order. Upon the death of the three great men they replaced, the 
King made the unprecedented move of replacing them immediately 
with a royal decree; much to the dismay of his other brothers, particu-
larly the commander. In the end, they all relented nonetheless. Now, 
he used the three to carry out the presumed justice around the city he 
might soon lose, and the three oblige without qualms. 

The two knights made their way out of the royal apartments, 
walking through a large expanse of empty halls like two wandering, 
forlorn ghosts. They headed towards their personal keep, the Great 
Sword Tower, which served as the headquarters of the King’s Sworn 
Seven, the supposed finest swords in the realm.

“Go on ahead and do what the King asked,” said Sir Hugo. “I 
will have words with the commander.”

“I’m on it, Sir,” said Matthias.
He found his brothers-in-arms in the training yard, drinking 

and frolicking with the serving women. He told them of the King’s 
orders and wanted to quickly proceed up to his chambers, not wanting 
to even entertain a conversation with the likes of them, but Sir Tristifer 
thought otherwise.

“Sir Matthias,” he called out in his faux highborn speech. 
“Would you like to join your brothers? Share a quick word, or perhaps 
we can spar for a bit.” 

“The King is expecting you, Sir,” said Matthias firmly.
“Surely, the King can wait,” said Tristifer with a sly smile; his 

golden curls flowing freely with the wind. With that, Matthias had no 
choice but to relent and entertain his request.

“What do you need, Sir?” he asked. 
“Oh nothing really, it’s just that we haven’t shared a word in a 

long while.”
Matthias eyed him, his deep blue gaze meeting that of Tristifer’s 

cold grey stare. Cruel eyes, cruel man. “What is there to speak about, 
Sir?” There is a lot to talk about, but not with his likes. “War stories, 
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said. “We swore to obey and guard the King and not to judge him.”
 “Not to judge him—”
 “Enough, Sir Matthias,” said Sir Hugo. “Go away inside if need 
be,” he said, pointing at his own temple. “There is nothing you can do 
unless you wish to forsake your vows.”

My vows, thought Matthias. The vows I valued so much and took 
pride in upholding. “Understood, Sir.” Go away inside. The words echoed 
in his mind while the carnal violence ensued. “Go away inside” and 
endure, he left unsaid. 

“…I would have your head on a spike already if I didn’t need 
your father’s army,” they overheard the King say. “I would let the 
usurpers ravage you from dusk till dawn if it meant an end to this war, 
but not even the likes of them will touch you now looking like that. 
You are useless,” he screamed. “Never question me again!” The King 
stormed out and Sir Hugo immediately tailed him.

Sir Matthias stole a quick glance inside and met that of the 
Queen’s tear-filled eyes; green in a sea of red. Sir Matthias gathered 
himself upon remembering the words of Sir Hugo.  Go away inside, 
he thought. With a concerned look on his face, he shut the door and 
followed Sir Hugo and the King. The King found it fit to purge the 
whole place in fear of potential traitors and not everyone lived. The 
once lively and bustling halls of the keep now lay empty and miserable. 
All the laughter and music had been drowned away by the sounds of 
mere footsteps and the occasional sounds of torment. All that remained 
were his Queen, the children, and royal wards to ensure the coopera-
tion of the lords who claim to fight for the King. Any sign of insubordi-
nation meant death.  

They stopped just outside the King’s own chamber. Once full 
of vigor and promise, the King had now succumb to a misanthropy best 
characterized by his droopy eyes and sadistic tone. His once prominent 
chestnut hair now lie disheveled; worst of all were those unkempt, 
disturbingly long nails that made him look less human. Upon entering 
his chambers, he gave them leave to be dismissed, but not before giving 
out one final order. 

“…Go and tell Sir Axel and Brent to keep the Queen under 
guard and for Sir Tristifer to come see me at once.” The two knights 
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“Aren’t we all?” chimed Sir Brent. “After all, we make our 
living swinging the bloody thing.”

“Well, I haven’t swung mine at anyone willing to fight back in 
a long while,” said Sir Tristifer. “It does get stale and I fear that I may 
soon lose my bloody touch.”  He gave a faint laughter. “I was brought 
to this world for one purpose and that is to kill. The King is satiating 
my thirst, but not to the degree that I want. I just wish to be out there 
fighting real men. Don’t you all agree?”

“Aye,” said Sir Axel. “The longer I remain in these halls, the 
sooner I might fall into insanity like our damnable King.” 

“Our King,” repeated Sir Tristifer. “I like the man and his 
penchant for violence. I find it quite amusing.” Of course you do. “I just 
wish he would let us loose. If I die within these walls, I will not rest 
easy. I belong in the field. There is nothing I want more than being in 
the rush and dancing with the best. If I were to die, be it with a sword 
in my hand and in the same field where the men I cut down lay dead 
or dying.”

The man may be filled cruelty, but he has a sense of honor and an air 
of nobility about him. He is a true warrior indeed.

“Matthias, have you ever thought about crossing swords with 
me?” asked Sir Tristifer. “I dream all the time about myself besting all of 
you, even our great commander, who is regarded as almost invincible in 
the field. As great as he is, I highly doubt it.”

Matthias thought to himself for a moment. “All the time, Sir, 
and not a moment goes by where I do not see myself crossing swords 
with you,” said Matthias with a smile on his face.  

“What is it that you truly desire then, Sir?” asked Sir Tristifer 
sternly. 

An end to all of this suffering; for things to go back to the way they 
were before the war’s outbreak, and to be in my bed. “To be the best at what 
I do, Sir, and bring honor to my family’s name. A simple desire, really. 
Now, shall we get going? We don’t want to keep the King waiting any 
longer.” Matthias then turned his back, his cloak whirling, and proceed 
to his chamber, leaving his three brethren in his wake. They watched 
and listened as his steps slowly faded away.

Upon entering, he removed his sword belt and placed it on a 
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maybe?”
“Ah, war stories,” Tristifer calls out with phony exuberance. He 

is mocking me. 
“As your fellow killer, we will all be delighted to share our 

numerous dances with the blade, am I right, Sirs?” He motioned 
towards Sirs Axel and Brent who were sparring in the courtyard. The 
two ceased their action and made their way towards the conversation.

“Sure thing, Matthias,” said Sir Axel. “I’ve seen you with 
the sword. I’m sure you’ve got plenty to tell us about your times on 
the field without us protecting you.” They all shared a laugh besides 
Matthias, who found no amusement in the jape.  

“Tell us about your first kill, Sir,” asked Sir Brent.
Matthias paused to recollect his memories. “I was only sixteen 

during one of my father’s campaigns to rid his land of outlaws, and it 
was there where I earned my knighthood as well as my first kill.”

“Remarkable,” said Sir Brent, “already a killer at such a young 
age.”

“Before you killed this outlaw, Sir, did you hear him out? If so, 
what did he tell you?” asked Sir Axel.  

“Well, to this day I do not know what he told me.”
“Why is that?” asked Sir Axel. “Was the battlefield too loud for 

you?”
“Aye, it was filled screams and cries of pain, but I also cut his 

head off,” said Sir Matthias and the men shared a laugh. He noticed 
Sir Tristifer keeping a cold smile on his face while staring at the empty 
ground. Reflecting on his own atrocities, and there are plenty of them.

“Decapitation,” said Sir Tristifer in a cool tone. “Such a quick 
death; there is no thrill in fights that end with deaths so quick and easy. 
Me, I like to make them suffer for crossing swords with me, and then I 
hear them out.” 

“Why bother, Sir?” asked Matthias.  
“It’s the least we can do for them, for we are the last thing 

they will ever lay their eyes on after all.” He breathes a sigh of relief. 
“I love killing,” he said in a relaxed tone. “It certainly makes my life 
worth living. The thrill and rush of the fight makes me feel more alive. 
Without a sword, I am useless. “
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hushed tone. “Sir Astor was afraid you might have slept too long and 
sent me to fetch you.”

“Well, it’s good to see you in good health, Sir,” they shook 
hands.

“Likewise. Now go on ahead. My bed awaits me.”
“Sleep well, Sir. You deserve it.” Matthias then made his 

ascent.
Upon reaching the top, he entered their seldom used Round 

Room, an elaborate place of meeting with whitewashed stone walls, 
adorned with white woolen tapestries. A large white table carved in the 
shape of a shield with seven chairs stood at the center. Matthias walked 
in and found Sir Astor Connington by the window overlooking the sea. 
The air inside was damp and the eerie chill, palpable.  

“Sir, shall I close the windows?” he asked. “The cold winds 
have risen.”

“No need, young Sir,” said the gallant commander, his voice 
hoarse from the frost and his every breath visible. Though the years 
have robbed him of his fiery red hair, his build remained strong. The 
sconces around the room lit up his prominently fierce red beard.  His 
visible scars served as testaments to the countless battles of yore he 
fought. “It is said that the cold keeps men honest, so go on. Have a 
seat.’

Matthias unsheathed his sword, admired it for a moment, and 
placed it on the table in front of him before taking his seat. Sir Astor sat 
across from him, his sword already on the table.  

“Sir Matthias, let us get straight to the matter at hand,” said the 
commander. “You have witnessed our King’s atrocities, but nothing 
quite like last night.” 

Matthias remained silent.
“Sir Hugo told me everything, so no need to obscure your true 

feelings.”
“My feelings….” Matthias seemed taken aback. “My feelings 

remain the same, Sir; I am a knight of the Seven and the King’s man.”   
“Of course, but for how long?” the commander eyed him 

intently.
The question struck Matthias, for he had no answer. This could 
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chest at the foot of his bed.  He then took a flagon of wine sitting atop 
his cupboard and poured himself a drink. He drank hoping to wash 
everything away. There is nothing I can do, but go away inside. The King 
keeps us from doing our duty to the outside. Instead he uses us as mere tools 
to keep him safe and to impose his King’s justice, which does nothing but soil 
this white cloak I once was proud to wear. Now this cloak has done nothing 
but inspire fear instead of security. We are but sitting ducks, forever languishing 
within these walls, but what can I do? I am powerless alone. I can desert my 
post, but they will certainly think my family is harboring me and I do not wish 
to bring misfortune to them. Something must be done, but there is no way. All 
I can do is go away inside and endure. He took another gulp and lay down. 
After a moment of respite, he let sleep take him away—forever, he 
wished.  

He awoke in the middle of the night and found a letter beside 
his face. Someone must have barged in unnoticed. He lit a candle, which 
was enough to radiate his spare sleeping cell, and found himself sitting 
alone at the edge of his bed, still groggy from sleep. Once recovered, he 
grabbed the letter and noticed the seal it bore. The commander’s seal. He 
immediately unsealed the letter and read its content.

Astor Connington, the commander of the King’s Seven, wished 
to meet him at dawn in the order’s meeting space at the topmost section 
of the tower. He pondered for a moment what this meeting could 
entail. He took another gulp of wine to wake his senses and got up. He 
draped on his white woolen cloak with a rose brooch and fastened his 
sword belt. As he made his ascent to top of the tower, he came across 
Sir Gerold Strong making his descent.  

“You’re back, Sir,” he said, jubilant.
“Indeed I am,” said Sir Gerold, “and in one piece.”
“Well, I was expecting you to be short an ear.” They shared a 

quick laugh. “You were out there for quite a while after all.”
“Too long for my own liking,” exclaimed the knight, “but the 

commander needed me and I would rather be here than out there,” he 
said with a melancholic tone.

“So what exactly did you do out there, Sir?” Matthias asked.
“Well lad, you can ask the commander yourself. He has been 

expecting you, so don’t keep him waiting any longer,” he said in a 
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“Who else is with us, Sir? Sirs Gerold and Hugo, I’m assu-
ming.”

“Sir Gerold yes, but Sir Hugo would hear none of it. Though 
deep inside, I know he wants for all this to end as well.”

“Sir, the three of us are enough to overpower Sirs Tristifer, 
Axel, and Brent to take control and seize the King.”

“We can, but we cannot underestimate them, for they are still 
of this order despite the nature of their admittance, and formidable with 
the blade at that. “

“Tristifer is the only one we need to fear, Sir. The man is 
dangerous.”

“Indeed he is,” said Sir Astor, “but Sir Gerold is confident he 
can match him.”

“If only Sir Hugo was with us.”
“We need not worry about him; we’ll know where he stands 

once the blood starts to flow.  If things go accordingly, we won’t have 
to waste our time with the other three. We hope to surprise them with 
shock and awe.”

“So what’s the course of action, Sir?” asked Sir Matthias.
“You’ll know when it begins, trust me. Just act. Sir Gerold and 

I have prepared everything for the nonce. Now go and prepare yourself, 
and meet us at the King’s dining hall by midday. That is where we do 
this deed.”

Sir Matthias left for his chamber. As he stepped outside the 
door of the Round Room, Sir Gerold Strong stood ready, wearing 
his intricate suit of white enameled scales with his shield and helmet 
at hand. Sir Gerold gave him a nod as he ran past him, rushing for his 
own chamber. He grabbed his own set of white enameled scales. He 
donned his helm and waited for midday. The King ridding the castle of any 
potential obstacle might serve us well after all.  

Midday struck and the Seven Swords gathered at the foot of 
the grand table from where the King feasts with his family. All of them 
wore the plain, yet striking suit of white enameled scales. The only 
contrasts were the distinct brooches that clasped their white cloaks and 
the shape of their helmets. The tension was strong in the air, and Sir 
Matthias could feel it. He surveyed his brethren for any unwanted signs, 
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mean my life. “Sir, was it your doing to place me with the King that 
night?” he asked.  

“Indeed it was,” said Sir Astor. “I needed to know how you 
would react if you were to be exposed to what the King does even to 
those we deeply care about.”

Sir Matthias could not hold it any longer. “I despise him even 
more for it,” he declared.  “If he is willing to do that to our Queen, 
what does that mean for the children whom I’ve grown to care for as if 
I am their older brother.”

“I’m afraid he can do just the same,” said Sir Astor, “or send Sir 
Tristifer, Axel, or Brent to do it for him.

“Those dogs….”
“They’re only doing their duty to the King, is all.”
“So if the King were to ask you to do the same, harm the 

Queen, the children, and the innocent, would you oblige with no 
qualms?” Sir Astor had no answer.  

“We all swore a vow—”
“Our vows mean nothing now, Sir. They no longer hold much 

credence. We swore to shield the weak, protect the women, love our 
families; we swore vows of chivalry, to uphold what is righteous, and to 
obey the damn King! What if the King is unrighteous and continues to 
oppress the weak? What if your family despises the King? Who will you 
follow then? One way or another, we are just breaking vow after vow if 
we only adhere to what the King says. Times have changed, Sir, and we 
have endured enough.”

“What you’re implying is treason and betrayal to the sacred 
trust of this order.”

“It’s the only way to set things right. Let go of this damnable 
trust and act. The vows we took mean nothing if those we swore to 
protect are suffering.”

Sir Astor sat silent, pondering to himself the words of his young 
pupil.

“I was afraid that I was alone in this endeavor, Sir,” said 
Matthias, “but the fact that you have yet to apprehend me for my 
treachery tells me otherwise.”  

“Indeed, you are not alone.”
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while he cascaded down the steps. His sword fell from his hand and 
rung as it struck the ground. The King’s cries fell on deaf ears as 
things fell apart around him. Sir Brent continued his assault with the 
commander, but the old man stood his ground, parrying every attack 
with calculated precision. Sir Matthias descended down the steps to 
finish off the wounded Sir Axel, but the knight’s pleas for his life forced 
him to reconsider.

“I yield,” said Sir Axel. “Take me as prisoner if you have 
to, there is nothing I can do in this state, but please spare me, Sir.” 
Matthias then left the wounded knight and surveyed his immediate 
surroundings.

Sir Gerold was finally able to subdue Sir Tristifer, knocking 
him unconscious with a mailed fist to the jaw. Commander Astor, on 
the other hand, finally rid himself of the relentless Sir Brent, but not 
without taking a wound himself. Despite the wound, however, he 
rushed to the Queen, who lay crying on the ground while screaming 
orders for Sir Hugo to secure the children.  
Sir Hugo, who stood stunned amidst the ensuing chaos, finally gath-
ered himself and did as he was bid. The Queen soon went after him to 
gather the children.  

Sir Matthias saw the ousted King crawling towards a fallen 
sword which he used to help himself stagger to his feet. Every move-
ment was agony, as he cringed with every step; indeed, a broken man’s 
futile attempt for a final stand to preserve what little pride he had left, 
if any. The wounded King then pointed the sword towards his former 
sworn swords.  

“Death to all you traitors,” he said as blood gushed from his 
mouth and belly.

“It is over, my King. Put down your sword and surrender the 
crown,” said Matthias with a commanding presence that he never previ-
ously had. “Your reign has met its end.”

“Over my dead body,” the King said faintly. “For as long as 
I am alive, this kingdom is mine,” he screamed as he fell to his knees 
in obvious agony. Sir Matthias walked towards the King to seize him, 
and in one final, yet futile attempt, the King swung his blade. With 
absolutely no strength behind the attack, Matthias calmly flicked it 
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but all he saw was unerring focus. The others remained clueless.  
The King approached. His steps echoing in the empty dining 

hall reserved for hundreds.  The Queen soon followed, her eyes fixated 
to the ground as if she were carefully watching her steps. A beaten 
woman. The King made his ascent up the steps leading up to the table 
with the Queen right at his heels. The King then stopped and turned to 
face his wife.  

“Where are the children,” he asked. The Queen remained 
silent. “Are you deaf, woman?” Sir Axel gave a faint laugh at that.

The King approached the Queen. This might not end well. We 
should act now. Sir Matthias looked at Sir Gerold next to him, his mouth 
shaking as if ready to burst. Then, the Queen let out a sudden scream, 
alarming everybody. With all eyes on her, she produced a dagger from 
her sleeve and struck the King twice in the belly before he struck her 
off him. The King then fell to his knees, holding his stomach, and 
stared with terror at the blood on his hand. Sir Matthias was stunned, 
along with Sirs Hugo, Tristifer, Axel, and Brent.   

“You mad bitch,” Sir Tristifer finally mustered. He drew his 
sword, as so did everyone else, and made a mad dash for the Queen.

“Now!” screamed Sir Gerold as he went after Sir Tristifer, 
catching the knight unaware and easily disarming him. But Tristifer 
would not go down easily as he easily dodged the initial assault with 
uncanny deft movements, and parried Sir Gerold’s attacks with his 
protective garments. He is enjoying this. After barely dodging an offering 
from Sir Gerold, Sir Tristifer grabbed hold of the knight’s wrist guard, 
disarmed him, and struck him with a mailed fist.  Sir Gerold then 
took the fight to the ground, and both knights wrestled for their lives. 
Without their weapons, they resorted to their steel fists; both men 
grunted with every move. A mighty struggle. 

Sir Axel and Brent rush to save Sir Tristifer, but were inter-
cepted by the commander who met their steel. Amidst the sounds 
of steel singing were the King’s moans of pain whilst he screamed 
“Traitors!” Sir Matthias remained shocked along with Sir Hugo, who 
seemed petrified.  

Sir Matthias eventually gathered himself and took Sir Axel 
unaware, stabbing him in the back and watching him cringe in pain 
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“That is why you are the Lord Commander of this order, Sir,” 
said Sir Gerold. “Only a man like you can muster something like this. 
It’s conflicting for the heart, yet you convinced us to do what is deemed 
right nonetheless. Forsaking our vows in the manner that we did has 
never been done and it was not an easy choice, yet I believe that it is 
the right one.” 

“What now, Commander?” asked Sir Matthias, his hand still 
gripping his sword.  

“We claim the throne in the name of the young prince and not 
fail him like we did his father,” said Sir Astor.

Matthias stayed silent. “Then, what of the war, Sir?” he asked.
“Sir Gerold will see to that when I send him out.”
“It is practically over, Sir,” said Sir Gerold. “As the commander 

said, both sides are privy to our plans and are simply awaiting our 
word.”

“Once delivered, we can hope to start anew and set things right 
once more,” said Sir Astor.

“Let us go.”

     
 

What is RightJOHN MATTHEW MARIANO

away with his forearm. The blade dropped and so did the King, his 
fear stricken, discouraged eyes admitting defeat. “Put an end to it, you 
traitor,” he muttered from the ground as the blood continued to flow.”  

“You left us no choice, my King. I am sorry,” he said with 
obvious melancholy in his voice. Forsake the vows I swore to uphold with 
my life for what is right. There is no turning back. “This is for all those that 
suffered: the people, your family, and the realm.” I’d rather live my life 
as a man who profaned his blade with the blood of the mad King he swore to 
defend, than become he who had a chance to set things right but chose not to.

Sir Matthias knelt in front of the King, who in turn, grabbed 
and held his cloak tightly, his blood soaked hands painting the white 
with red. Matthias then stabbed the King’s heart and watched as the life 
went out of his eyes; and just like that, his reign of terror was over.

“Pray tell me, Sir,” Matthias asked his commander. “Are we 
just as bad as our brethren who chose their duty over forsaking it?”

“Young Sir, that is a question that only time itself will answer,” 
said the wounded, yet standing commander. “We may be branded as 
traitors to a sacred vow, but keep in mind that lives were saved in the 
attempt. Surely, history will be kind to us,” he said, smiling; an old, 
tired smile, Matthias thought. “Sure enough, none of us would want to 
be reviled for what we deem to be our finest and boldest act yet,” the 
commander said while staring at the lifeless body of he who was once 
his King. 

“So how did this all come into fruition, Sir?” Matthias asked his 
commander.

“The Queen came to me one somber night in secret and 
pleaded for me to do what I believed was right in my heart.” He closed 
his eyes from the aching pain of his wound. “She said that she would 
endure until the time is right and she did. I made my arrangements with 
Sir Gerold to secretly broker a temporary peace, with details of our plan 
in the name of the Queen, under the guise of a false report to intercept 
an enemy force near the capital with Sir Gerold leading the charge. I 
was merely clinging to the hope that the Queen still had the respect, 
love and support of the lords of the realm. Then that one night, I put 
you outside her door in hopes of convincing your heart that it is no 
longer our duty to stand still while the kingdom bleeds.”
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Longitudes of Light

A streetlamp is my discotheque,
and the music is the buzzing of the gears
that grind out the light and lusty years
in the west, where warmth lingers
long after the setting of the tacit sun.

In the east, the city taps
and creaks with the expanding pipes
and train sweeps: those little helpers
to comfort the dancers here,
whose dreams wait defiantly for the spring.

In the west, dust is a blessing
spread out on glass tables or in peaks
and filtered through honey grains
as time slips away; in the light, it swirls 
behind every passenger of every afternoon.

In the east, dust is a mirage
rippling on the roads like heat in the desert
or water rising in a hurricane.
Upon the brows of pious men, they say,
the dust of the cross whispers a joyous warning.

How far removed is our existence 
from one side of the world to another;
once east or west, we are not the same:
at a different angle or in a different light,
a stranger nods in the mirror, already wearing
the face of another place, a separate time.
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Where I’m From You Don’t Want to Live

Two score and five years ago
 I came from a place you don’t want to know; 
The time has gone by, I’m frightened as hell
 The hands on the red button are shaky as well; 
Where I’m from you don’t want to live
 I’m from a world that never forgives. 
We launched the Explorer, the first US Satellite; 
 Fidel Castro became Prime Minister and then we had to fight. 
Remember Apartheid and the Bay of Pigs?
 The Berlin Wall built and the Cuban Missile Crisis?
Where I’m from President Kennedy was killed, 
 And Mandela imprisoned for expressing his will. 
Vietnam, Malcolm x and the first heart transplant performed; 
 Martin Luther King, the Tet offensive and another Kennedy was now 
gone. 
Neil on the moon, the Beatles no more, 
 And the first microprocessor walked through the door. 
The SALT Treaty, oil prices doubling, Richard Nixon resigns— 
 And then, let’s not forget Mao Zedong dies. 
Where I’m from the Vietnam War finally ends, 
 The first test tube baby was born, but Jimmy helps 914 commit a 
deadly sin; 
Three Mile Island, a nuclear accident?
 John Lennon assassinated, where the hell is Clark Kent?
Diana marries a Prince
 And there are two more assassination attempts.
Reagan survives and Pope John Paul almost went to heaven; 
 Somewhere along the line I finally turned twenty-seven. 
Gorbachev becomes leader and the Challenger explodes; 
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Vietnam, Malcolm x and the first heart transplant performed; 
 Martin Luther King, the Tet offensive and another Kennedy was now 
gone. 
Neil on the moon, the Beatles no more, 
 And the first microprocessor walked through the door. 
The SALT Treaty, oil prices doubling, Richard Nixon resigns— 
 And then, let’s not forget Mao Zedong dies. 
Where I’m from the Vietnam War finally ends, 
 The first test tube baby was born, but Jimmy helps 914 commit a 
deadly sin; 
Three Mile Island, a nuclear accident?
 John Lennon assassinated, where the hell is Clark Kent?
Diana marries a Prince
 And there are two more assassination attempts.
Reagan survives and Pope John Paul almost went to heaven; 
 Somewhere along the line I finally turned twenty-seven. 
Gorbachev becomes leader and the Challenger explodes; 
 Sally Ride dies on board as the story is told. 
Iran and Iraq were still going at it; 
 Chernobyl exploded and I just about had it. 
Libya is bombed and the stock market crashes, 
 I remember the day because I was curling my lashes. 
Where I’m from you don’t want to find
 Because all of this happened before age twenty-nine. 
The years go by and Nelson’s set free, 
 Iraq invades Kuwait, Microsoft has a new release; 
Margaret Thatcher resigns, the Berlin Wall falls, 
 Ayatollah he dies and that is not all. 
The CIS is formed; the police beat up Rodney King; 
 Mike Tyson is convicted of rape, but swears he did not do such a 
thing. 
Waco was seized and the World Trade Center was bombed—  
 We have the worldwide web now, how could there still be harm?
Mandela’s elected President, OJ’s got juice, 
 Diana went splitsville and then died – such abuse. 
The Pathfinder probes on Mars; 

Where I’m From You Don’t Want to LiveLORDIA RUDD

 Sally Ride dies on board as the story is told. 
Iran and Iraq were still going at it; 
 Chernobyl exploded and I just about had it. 
Libya is bombed and the stock market crashes, 
 I remember the day because I was curling my lashes. 
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The years go by and Nelson’s set free, 
 Iraq invades Kuwait, Microsoft has a new release; 
Margaret Thatcher resigns, the Berlin Wall falls, 
 Ayatollah he dies and that is not all. 
The CIS is formed; the police beat up Rodney King; 
 Mike Tyson is convicted of rape, but swears he did not do such a 
thing. 
Waco was seized and the World Trade Center was bombed—  
 We have the worldwide web now, how could there still be harm?
Mandela’s elected President, OJ’s got juice, 
 Diana went splitsville and then died – such abuse. 
The Pathfinder probes on Mars; 
 Bill Clinton emerged with just a few scars, 
The hanging, the dimpled pimples, the chads, 
 The terrorist attack and things really got bad. 
Where I’m from you shouldn’t live here
 Because year after year I constantly live in fear. Two score and five 
years ago
 I came from a place you don’t want to know; 
The time has gone by, I’m frightened as hell
 The hands on the red button are shaky as well; 
Where I’m from you don’t want to live
 I’m from a world that never forgives. 
We launched the Explorer, the first US Satellite; 
 Fidel Castro became Prime Minister and then we had to fight. 
Remember Apartheid and the Bay of Pigs?
 The Berlin Wall built and the Cuban Missile Crisis?
Where I’m from President Kennedy was killed, 
 And Mandela imprisoned for expressing his will. 
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 The hands on the red button are shaky as well; 
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 I’m from a world that never forgives. 
We launched the Explorer, the first US Satellite; 
 Fidel Castro became Prime Minister and then we had to fight. 
Remember Apartheid and the Bay of Pigs?
 The Berlin Wall built and the Cuban Missile Crisis?
Where I’m from President Kennedy was killed, 
 And Mandela imprisoned for expressing his will. 
Vietnam, Malcolm x and the first heart transplant performed; 
 Martin Luther King, the Tet offensive and another Kennedy was now 
gone. 
Neil on the moon, the Beatles no more, 
 And the first microprocessor walked through the door. 
The SALT Treaty, oil prices doubling, Richard Nixon resigns— 
 And then, let’s not forget Mao Zedong dies. 
Where I’m from the Vietnam War finally ends, 
 The first test tube baby was born, but Jimmy helps 914 commit a 
deadly sin; 
Three Mile Island, a nuclear accident?
 John Lennon assassinated, where the hell is Clark Kent?
Diana marries a Prince
 And there are two more assassination attempts.
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The Future of America

I want the names of my body parts tattooed all over my body 
So that if I were to disintegrate,

I’d be easy to re-assemble.
It would be useless while fighting against zombies,
which will happen sometime in the future, 
if biologists predict it correctly.
I mean, come on, what zombie cares about what parts it eats?
Sure, they may like brains, but frankly I think they’ll take what they can 
get.

Will they like:
cursive script, 
calligraphy, or 
hieroglyphics?
Will they be confused if I have a Pikachu on my arm?
Will they know what a Pikachu is?
Will they be able to eat him? 
Probably not,
but they’ll try.

I’d have to stock up on grocery items, 
you know the basics:
energy bars 
bottled water
shotgun shells
a pack of cigarettes
three packs of gum.
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Time to jet to the door, 
‘cause I don’t want the cashier to notice me,
he is after all, a potential candidate for the zombie virus.
Yes it’s a virus folks, 
although how it spreads is kind of awkward…
Those zombies gang up on you like it’s a massive rape orgy,
you scream and scream and no one comes to rescue you.
Some even look at what is unfolding before them and get excited by it,
so they all crowd in and rush and by the time they get there—
It’s too late, it’s over, 
climax reached.
Don’t stay around for the transformation,
that’s just awful and messy.
Oh, wait, I forgot the ketchup.
I think we all need a backup plan,
If only Pokèmon were real! 
I’d get Pikachu and zap them all,
except if Pikachu is a mouse, he would be eaten by Fearow,
which is a bird:
Mice do not kill birds:
unless it gives them a type of illness through ingestion or infection…
Just like zombies!
Forget you then, Pikachu, you secret zombie!
Speaking of forgetting…
I forgot the chili flakes and maple syrup.
If only zombies were vegetarian, 
that could solve a lot of problems,
but then again so does the flamethrower on max power.
A buddy! 
I need a buddy so I can fight zombies.
To kill me (again) in case there is no antidote,
someone I can repopulate the world with,
someone who speaks human and zombie.
After all, this is America, 
and everyone should learn to speak virus.
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Weasel

“Sitting here, even after two decades, I still get glimpses of the acci-
dent; from the moment my feet started walking alongside Weasel, to 
the minute my knees crumbled beneath me. I must confess, some of the 
details were filled in several years later by Ms. Saint.”

***

974 Prospect was the building we lived in when my biceps began 
growing bigger than my now useless, flaccid legs. There was a time 
when a dream was set for me to be an Olympic runner. My trainer 
always reminded me, every day to be exact, that I should be grateful I 
had more fast-twitch muscles in my legs than slow twitch. It was I who 
held the record for most consecutive wins, and I won Sprinter of the 
week each and every week for the first ten years of my training.  

Our apartment faced the supermarket—running errands made me 
lots of money. Drugs and crime ruled the block while parents’ deci-
sions dictated the path their children took. The war between dealers 
and parents waged on fiercely with each side trying to claim victory in a 
fight that always ended in stalemate. Parents, religious leaders, and even 
local politicians did everything they could to keep kids from falling prey 
to the lure of drug money.  

To the left side entrance of the building in which we lived, stood 
Weasel’s bar and to the right side, the first thing anyone saw was the 
neon sign announcing “Twist and Curl’s Hair Salon.”  Weasel’s place 
drew in customers with cheap alcohol while Twist and Curl’s claim of 
straight hair kept a long line of women waiting at her door.  

The Smiths lived on the first floor.  Dee, the wife, sat at her 
window nursing a can of beer—Shafer, her favorite—and Burt, her 
husband, abused his television every time his team fumbled a play. 
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she turned from spinsters to prom queens.  Weasel’s eyes darted and his 
words were ice cold. His instruction came as we race-walked. A gut 
feeling told me something was wrong; I brushed it off as if he wanted 
to be home, just like me, in time for dinner. Stopping short, as if he 
slammed on the brakes, he handed me a brown paper bag, crumpled 
into the size of a softball. He directed me forward with his finger, 
pointing like a ruler to a spot.

 He bellowed in his baritone voice: “Give this to that woman 
standing over there.”

At first I thought I was being directed to someone I knew, but as I 
followed his finger, it led my eyes to a scarecrow looking figure pacing 
back and forth. I should’ve questioned what was in the bag, but I didn’t. 
Instead, my fingers gripped the bag as I walked up to the woman.  My 
gaze traveled a long distance before our eyes connected. They moved 
from her narrow hips to her stooped shoulders before I tugged on her 
tattered, moth eaten sweater. As she turned, needles of fear nipped my 
skin. I was frozen in place; I tried to swallow but the lump wouldn’t 
go down. I thought a monster had invaded her face; red-crusted spots 
dotted it, her hair fell over her eyes, sticking like glue to her forehead. 
Then, fingers as skinny as pencils scooped the bag out of my hand. It 
took me several seconds to notice my cupped hand was empty; I was 
too focused on the spit bubbling out of her mouth.  

It happened too fast for me to fully take in the flashing reds lights, 
the screeching tires, and the sound of firecrackers popping right next to 
me. Hell, you would have reckoned it was the 4th of July celebration 
with the racket that was going on.

A sharp pang in my back made me bend forward. At the same 
time, it felt as if the popping sounds all around me were coming from 
inside my legs and not outside. The moment my body hit the ground, 
the coins in my pocket spilled out like cymbals, adding to the chaos all 
around me. The uneven sidewalk tattooed my face. Whoever jabbed 
me on my back did an excellent job; my stomach felt punctured like a 
plastic bottle and something warm started to ooze out on my hand. It 
was deep red, but as it spread on the pavement, it turned black. Tight 
fingers around my throat kept me from speaking; I was paralyzed on 
the spot. Panicked, my brain tried to message my legs to move but they 
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Second floor, piss-pot Willy lived with his mom, Bertha butt. Third 
floor housed the melon breasted Ms. Warmer; fourth floor, the Saints 
resided; fifth floor, were the Fosters—kin to June Saint, the matriarch 
of a household of three women. The last floor was the place my family 
and I called home, filled with the many trophies I had won for running 
with great spirit and the strength of my legs; especially “The Best of the 
Wheelchair Derby,” summer of 1980. After we won, my brother and I 
walked home, arm-in-arm, beaming.  

The Wheelchair Derby was a fundraiser held every year to raise 
money for kids who needed wheelchairs, and only kids could compete. 
This trophy sat on my dresser, sharing the love I had, and still do, for 
raising money for different causes. It had four pillars which stood like 
guards protecting a boy sitting on a throne with muscular arms raised 
high in a V formation, with another figure standing behind, pushing the 
chair to the finish line. A year later it was the first thing I smashed and 
discarded. 

 
***

It was a day the breeze blew without effort, regardless of the heat.  I 
was on my way to the market to get the cooking oil needed for dinner. 
Ms. Saint spotted me on the steps, asked if I would buy her some 
milk. She reminded me to check that none of the milk was seeping 
out; sometimes the gallons of milk had tiny holes in them. It wasn’t 
until you were half way up the stairs that you felt the wetness on your 
clothes and your hands, all soaked with cows’ milk.  A smile said yes—
two quarters were added to my loot. 

Taking two and three steps down, my fingers were about to grip 
the entrance door of the building when I ran into Weasel—not only the 
bar owner, but all around handyman for the building. He asked if I had 
time to run an errand with him; it meant five bucks if the answer was 
yes. A wide grin said absolutely. We settled on a time and minutes later, 
I was standing at the spot we agreed to meet, kicking a can. Shortly 
after, I stared into the sharp-eyed, long necked Weasel.  

We met at the entrance of the bar, which faced the Twist and 
Curl’s “special” chair that Lola, the salon owner, had for the women 
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Mama sat across from me with her fingers woven together on her 
massive lap, eyes glued in my direction, and started to speak: “Carlos, 
I spoke to your mom and Weasel’s name came up.” Her words caught 
me like a deer in headlights. 

She paused, as if she too felt the punch on the kisser. Mama looked 
deep into my eyes and said, “Carlos, be honest. If you would rather not 
discuss it, we won’t.”

At first I blankly stared at her, but curiosity was a stronger force 
than fear. I felt a lump in my throat that prevented me from speaking. 
With a sharp stare, my eyes begged for her to continue and she 
complied; she brought me back to the day the world stopped running 
and began to drag with each step it took forward.   

 “Okay. You were lying on the floor as if God and the devil were 
fighting for your soul, when Chase, Ms. Foster’s eldest, came running. 
He was playing handball when he heard the sirens and the popping 
sounds. He said by the time he stepped out into the clearing, you were 
on the ground, lying in a pool of blood. He said you kept trying to say 
something but nothing came out. What caught his attention were your 
eyes; so he followed them, trying to make out what you had them fixed 
on. He said he took off his shirt, wrapped it into a ball, and slid it in 
between the bloody hand and the hole seeping out blood.” 

Once again, Mama checked in with my mental state and assured me 
it was better for me to know than to remain in the dark. Coughing and 
swallowing what felt like a block of cheese, I quickly reassured her she 
was doing right by me. I thanked her for opening the door my family 
would rather seal shut; it was a touchy subject for my family and I 
always wanted to know—everything. 

“Well, like I was saying, Chase, after he took off his shirt and 
placed it under your hand, followed your eyes glued to something 
across the street—and there he was, frozen with a gun pointed directly 
at you.”

“Mama, who was holding a gun? Weren’t the cops raiding the park 
the ones responsible for the shots that hit me by mistake?”

“Well, at first it seemed that way to everyone looking on because 
there were so many of them and you were right in the center of it all. 
But they were wrong. There, across the street was Weasel with a gun 
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didn’t. That’s the last thing I remembered until my eyes popped open 
again. A big bright eye held by fat fingers stared down at me. To the 
left of the eye was a machine that sounded as if it had a life of its own, 
with a heartbeat that beeped right next to my ear.

“He’ll live,” said a harsh voice, and blink went the eye. No longer 
did the eye need to use its high beams on the body stretched out on the 
gurney below.

***

“So there you have it: how I ended up here.” Patting my armrest 
for emphasis, I continued. “I’ve been asked to speak here today, as I 
have been speaking for P.A.D. (Parents Against Drugs) for close to a 
decade, to encourage you kids to stay clear of drugs. I wish I knew then 
what I know now, because if this Hoveround was not my transport to 
and from my home, my life would be completely different. The greatest 
gift I’ve received from my participation with these seminars is that I 
have been able to teach others, like all of you, who would maybe one 
day be faced with the same dilemma and not make the choice I made. 
Not only did it change my life, but the life of those responsible as well.” 

The moderator spoke: “How has this changed the life of the indi-
viduals responsible?”

“Let me explain: It wasn’t until years later. We had moved to a first 
floor walkup and there, I learned of what happened to me. Mr. Cruz, 
I can’t tell you how many times I get asked this very question. So if 
you all don’t mind, I’d like to take you all on a journey back to when I 
found out what happened.” 

***

 It was a few days shy of my 18th birthday; five years had passed 
since the accident. Ms. Saint came to see me as she did every year since 
we moved from the old neighborhood. As usual, she asked me how I 
was feeling. Ms. Saint never poured the blessed water of baptism over 
my head, but to me, she was my godmother in every sense of the word. 
Ms. Saint was like a second mom to me; I always called her Mama.
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mixed together like a composer who tried to key up an orchestra. 
These thoughts ran a projection in my mind way too fast for me to 

concentrate on any one detail. I couldn’t stop the flow of memories or 
feelings bubbling up like a stream of consciousness from deep within. 
With a blink, an image started to trail along like a turtle; it was crystal 
clear: there he was, Weasel, just standing there; my eyes stared back 
at him wondering why he stood there, like a statue, across from me. 
Why wasn’t he coming to help me? I wanted to run—to get away—but 
something was wrong with my legs; couldn’t he see that? All at once, 
every emotion within me exploded. 

One minute I was facing Mama and the next, my face buried itself 
in my hands, hiding the tears that matched the ones I saw on Mama’s 
face. She reached out and just held me, rocking me back and forth, as 
if she were singing one of those special spirituals she loved to belt out 
while she cooked or cleaned. I thought I hated Weasel with every fiber 
of my being, but I realized I actually didn’t.   

 From the moment the hospital room became my home, Mama sat 
by my bedside and read from the Bible. The line that stood out to me 
with every reading she did was: “forgive our trespasses as we forgive those 
who trespass against us.” If it were not for Mama, those eleven words 
would not have meant squat to me. She helped me understand forgive-
ness was the right thing to do.” The auditorium fell silent; a few sniffles 
told me they were holding onto every single word I uttered.  So I 
continued. 

“It wasn’t long after when I asked my older brother to drive me to 
Rockland State Prison to see Weasel. He sat across from me; his eyes 
were cast down—wordless—refusing to look at me. I stared at him and 
said: ‘I forgive and release you from any guilt or shame that you feel 
chained to.’

“Kids, I was saved the moment I found forgiveness. And yes, justice 
is still being served. Weasel still sits in a jail, day-after-day, remembering 
the mistake he made. I know this because when he finally looked at me, 
I felt his remorse and heard the repentance in his words when he finally 
spoke.” 

Suddenly a young man, about the same age I was at the time of 
the accident, sprung out of his seat and yelled, “Whatever happened to 

WeaselGIOVANNI ORTIZ

in his hand. Chase also said he didn’t think the cops even noticed him 
standing there. He didn’t think twice; he just ran across the street, traffic 
and all, and smacked right into Weasel and tackled him.” My eyes 
wanted to come out of their sockets, my ears stood at attention, my 
torso grew an inch as my Mama spread out that memory for me. 

Suddenly, my eyes narrowed; I found the memory that had been 
hidden deep inside. I could see Weasel standing across from me—my 
eyes fixed on his hand holding the gun—all my brain could register in 
that split second was “Why? Why would he shoot me?”

“It wasn’t long before the cops pried Chase off the bloody Weasel. 
Carlos, you were like a tail to Chase; he took it the hardest of anyone 
on the block.”

“Yeah, I know. His sister Nettie always brings sweets—stuff their 
mom makes for me—and she slides in a word or two from him.”

With tears flowing freely from the kindest eyes I have ever known, 
Mama continued to tell me how the cops arrested Weasel. How Chase 
sat right by me until they placed me in the ambulance and would not 
let them take me unless he rode along. My mom wasn’t notified until 
hours later. For years, stories circulated on how it took nearly all the 
women in the building to restrain my mother as she tried to dismantle 
Weasel’s bar. Eventually, the trial came. The doctors claimed the bullet 
Weasel shot was not the cause of my paralysis; my paralysis was caused 
by so many fragments of bullets shot by officers’ guns.   

The lawsuit filed against the NYPD was won in the end because 
doctors claimed my legs had so many fragments of their bullets, it would 
be impossible for my legs to ever function again. Weasel was definitely 
the one who shot me first, but the police officers at the scene were the 
ones responsible for me not being able to walk or run ever again.   

Mama helped to open a door I had closed. I could now see the 
missing pieces falling into place. I saw the gray cloud that surrounded 
me that day. All my senses were heightened; I even smelled the odor 
of days-old urine mixed with feces on the sidewalk I had collapsed on. 
It was as if I were placed right back to the spot where I got shot. A 
metallic taste entered my mouth, which kept me from talking. I started 
to feel the same shallow spurts of air trying desperately to help my lungs 
inhale and exhale as they did that very same day. All the sounds were 
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there is a young man by the name of Joe who wants an autograph from 
you.” Joe ran as fast as he could to get Chase’s autograph, and right after 
him a line of excited fans waited patiently for their turn to get an auto-
graph, shake Chase Foster’s hand, and even pose for pictures with him. 

***

How ironic that the first huge race I won was the Wheelchair 
Derby to help kids in need of wheelchairs. It was the first trophy I 
broke too the moment I laid eyes on it. Now all I have are the memo-
ries of my walking, running, and dancing. I have no regrets because 
I am able to make a difference, and Chase has become what he was 
destined to become: a Pro Football Player with the NY Jets. My 
forgiveness toward Weasel was so sincere, I still write to him bi-weekly. 
God has been good to me and it is my hope I do right by Weasel. 
He needs to learn that life can throw curve balls, yet with the help of 
others, he can overcome anything; yes even forgiving himself for his 
trespasses against others.
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Chase? Do you still keep in touch?”
“Well, as matter of fact, I am here now and have been a panelist 

at these seminars for some time because of my reunion with Chase. 
He finally did come to see me. He is the one who hooked me up 
with P.A.D. so I could share my experience with all who attend these 
events.” 

Some of the audience members knew of Chase’s involvement 
with the organization and our relationship from years of coming to the 
events; but for those who didn’t know, their eyes unleashed held-back 
tears, and a thunderous applause filled the room, drowning out the 
traffic right outside the window.  

Someone else yelled out, “Are you talking about Chase Foster from 
the New York Jets?”

 The moderator intercepted the yelling: “Okay, kids, calm down 
and let Mr. Pace finish.”

“It’s alright, I can answer his question; what is your name?”
“Joe, sir. And if it is Chase Foster that you are referring to, I am his 

greatest fan; his biggest fan, sir.”
“Well Joe, I will finish my thought, then you will get your 

answer.” The boy’s widened smile told me he would have waited 
forever for my answer. So I continued.

“I celebrate my tenth year of participating in this event today and 
I want you all to know that you are not alone. You have a support 
system; all you have to do is dial: 1-800-PAD-HELP or go on the 
P.A.D. website to seek help. If you can’t reach someone there, you can 
always reach out to me or the panel: Ms. Simmons, Mr. Fagan, Ms. 
Smith, or Mr. Whelp. Now, if you still can’t track someone down, you 
can call the owner of the Jets and request to speak to Chase Foster.” 

The young man that had asked the question beamed with excite-
ment as I pulled out a cell phone and pretended to dial a number. I 
spoke into the receiver and pretended Chase answered. Right on cue, 
Chase Foster walked out onto the stage with a cell phone in his hand 
to the roar of the audience. They jumped to their feet the minute he 
reached my chair. The moderator calmed the audience down and then I 
said what I always said at this point: 

“Now that we got the serious stuff out of the way, Chase, I believe 
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Autumn’s Diving Blade

It is the savage within us that survives the soul’s struggle
 across the bleeding desert
It is the unfertile desire that spurs us
 into these inspired moments

Follow me down the tumbling slopes;
Find me curled at the bottom
 with the bludgeoned claws
 that made your wounds

With my subtle approach
 I am withered away
 to nothing but opened scars,
 that scream for yesterday
With my honesty stuck
 stagnant in time

We can hang ourselves to dry upon horizons once lost
We can burn what remains in the blaze we have found

Follow the bend into summer’s decline,
 the biting wind will act as a slow demise
Awaken a soul that lays in that desert,

 unfertile and stuck

Can’t you smell what the thunder unleashes?
 as it slackens the pace 

you’ve let your demons determine
Will you in the miles still to tread?
 let silence ring in truth

Autumn’s Diving Blade

 let your senses numb your rippling lies

We are what comes out of the crashing of pines
 you are what holds me against the pale of the moon
We are the flames of the summer 
 I am what buckles under the heat of today

These moments press and pound
 and all you can muster is a faint whimpering sound
Say it aloud, can’t you scream anymore?
 or was it the desert that’s left you begging for more?

We are still no match for their combined patience
 so we must rise to meet our detractors 

at the summit of all things lovely and bright
 so that we may topple together and meet out of sight

It will be at the bottom 
 and at the edge of our lives
That you may turn slowly and gasp for air
 it will be here that nothing is defined
And the few breaths we lost
 will be our future to find

I have nothing to offer but my burgeoning pace
 I have no words that may wipe clean my unfinished life
There is no answer for the angle we may take
 to pass through this thunder that cries with despair

We have no solace with which to declare
 freedom from the bend that bleeds into autumn
 freedom from the claw that rips away the wounds

Those wounds were worn together
 in wilder times
Those scars were made proud 

AIDAN COOPER
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 amidst deafening crowds
Once we were young with nothing to give
Once we were dust 

Now here in this desert 
 is where our dust met the ground
Here in this desert
 is where my savage was found

AIDAN COOPER
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The Beggar

If there could be such a cruel fate that holds a twisted tomorrow,
Let it run away from the sound of my bloodied footfalls.
If there could be a horizon not wasted on the numbed masses who only 
stare at their feet,
Let it be unattainable to the tortuous rhythm of my dogged chase.

Once romantic dreams have since settled with the dust,
Kicked up and now clamored for underneath the refuge of reddened 
rocks.
So unforgiving are days that shimmer atop a setting sun’s desire,
Boiling amongst the tumbling orange and crashing yellow.

And so the innocent remain wasteful,
And the prudent become guilty.
As forgotten steps forward become hushed,
As the winds blow us back,
Our troubled past is remembered.
Our temperate passion is relived,
As winter’s slow nightly progression stakes a claim,
On what is left in our sights.

If there would be only truth to guide our way down,
Past the crashing thunder that nudged the rolling plains,
Then let it be swift and searing,
Sought by those who define.
The moments remembered,
But since meandered away.
The lives we once knew,
Too honest to stay.

The BeggarAIDAN COOPER

Our souls have now morphed into stairs that we slither across.
Our bodies reminisce about what is left of our fate.
Our tomorrow has been wasted in the hearts of doppelganger statues,
Our presence has been drowned in shallow dreams of inspired pursuits,
Like the sinking ground behind us,
Pounded by our chase.

And so we left the once tense grip,
And loosed our stationary sanity, 
This draws out the beggar,
Who resigned himself to his cave.

Our speech has since become lucid,
As it details our once championed pursuit.
         
  

And so lucid is our wavering might,
So terrific a truth that it is insanity to some.

The beggar steps out with belief on his brow.
He loosens his grip as his fate is told,
And he washes his innocence in the depths of his shame.

While the masses scream freedom from the midst of their herd,
The beggar sings softly to the shackles he’s earned,
While the numbed pleas stoke the flames higher,
The beggar steps out of his furnace into our fire.
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Forgot How to Word

I have forgotten how to word; how to splash myself on paper.
I have lived for long enough to learn too much of something and forget 
too much of the other. 
I’ve lived too long, yet not enough to forget enough.
I have gone through enough life to learn to word, but I have gone 
through enough life to let it slip.
I tried to forget to word and learn to keep; learnt to keep to learn to 
forget.
But forgot to forget and remembered. So life accumulated again.
So I throw words, but I can’t properly word myself.
Just spitting the ground until a tree grows and I get my apple.
But I need to drift into the calm blue lines as I look at the red of the 
horizon.
I needed to word until I worded something that resembled a word. 
I needed to word until I have worded so many words that I could 
resemble something of a sentence.
Or a verse.
I need to sentence so many sentences until I paragraphed a meaning;
Until I remembered how to word.
But I couldn’t.
I just kept it inside.
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Hindsight

We’ve been awash on a sea of adversity
only to arrive upon a stranger shore,
where the natives speak in familiar tongues
about histories we can’t explore.

And we pause to ask ourselves,
“Has it really been so long?”

To that, I may only reply:
“Good night,”
“I miss thee,”
and, “Should you get lonely, 
write.”
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