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We Can Share Our Endorphins
Salvatore Pisciotta

We rose like helium,
then sank like lead balloons.
A transmitter intercepts the signal
and nests in the synapse under your name.
Met-enkephalin, alpha, beta,
better than the sinethesia of a blue heartbeat.
The moon has a bloodless face, yet you're blushing.

Cape Canaveral is a ghost town these days,
an empty thought vacuole
populated by the sickle cell grim reaper.
But it was funny how the words fit the
contours of your body.
You were a pendulum causing hands to move,
a case of megaloblastic megalomania.

We escaped amber to be crushed by an asteroid.
Twist, twist, discomfit many a stargazer;
The purple-tinged petals bowing under your weight.
A hypodermic, hypothermic warrior
with an emerald hue.

Where does it end, orphan?
The intradermal die-odes?
I never liked synapse-rock.
Dopeamine, histamean, know what I mean?
Love is a phobia for busy people,
a coiling snake with a desperate rattle.
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BONE OF MY BONES
Stephanie Chukwuma

1        2         3

Je wah roo   Go shower       We dug in the mud                 She dusted

my mother yelled at me                  our hands darker than night      the wooden elephants and

through the kitchen window.       patting and pounding         wiped the cabinets clean

I would never have       the mud until         of all their oil and grime.

her light skin or       our pies were done         bah thow noonaw 

“Come inside”

her wide hips or

her soft hands
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From the Russian Consulate with Love
Chris Bonfiglio

“No, it's not hey hey ho ho. It's hey hey no no.”
--One Unknown Protester to Another

As I rushed down 91st street, trying to make up lost time spent navigating the perilous 
New York City subway system—which involved a prolonged wait on an escalator at Grand 
Central due to an old lady in red who apparently existed to torment me with her stupidity by 
being the lone individual to stand in oblivious opposition to the convention of keeping to the 
right in order to allow the non-lazy to pass on the left—I could hear the growing roar of 
protesters up ahead. Before I knew it, I was standing in front of a wall of police officers who 
calmly conversed among themselves while a crowd of demonstrators loudly stalked up and down
the sidewalk behind them. While wondering how I was going to navigate my way through this 
latest obstacle, in search of anyone recognizable, my gaze happened to dart to the other side of 
the street, whereupon I fortuitously spotted the illustrious Professor Weir whose requirement that
his students attend two field trips relating to AIDS activism resulted in my latest undertaking.

The not always (but mostly) flighty professor stood in front of an elongated rainbow 
banner while sporting what I can only assume was a chic faux homeless person getup, complete 
with an ill-fitting black hat, the kind of aged trench that brings to mind images of cheaply priced 
“Rolex” watches dangling from the inner lining, and Billy Ray Valentine style fingerless gloves. 
Had I made it at the appointed time, I might have considered running off to get him a coffee cup 
in hopes that I would be able to see someone mistakenly toss their spare change into it. But, as I 
was not so fortunate, I instead dashed across the street to greet him and was promptly offered a 
sign which read; “GAY BASHING IS NOT AN OLYMPIC SPORT! DON'T BUY PUTIN'S 
LIES!” I was unclear if those were supposed to be two separate points or if it was suggesting that
the person who takes almost as many shirtless photos of himself as Anthony Weiner was actually
going around trying to convince people that gay bashing was, in fact, an Olympic sport.

In any case, I was soon left to stand in front of the banner alone while my professor 
merrily scampered off to converse with everybody and anybody. Unsure of what to do, I silently 
watched the protesters across the street as they chanted what I suspected were previously 
prepared slogans such as; “Queer rights are human rights!” and “Sochi is a scam!” usually 
followed by; “The whole world is watching!” At the same time they were waving various signs 
around—the most notable of which depicted Vladimir Putin as Christopher Nolan's Joker (the 
now apparent go to for hated political figures)–while continuing their march up and down their 
small section of sidewalk in front of the consulate. Most of these individuals appeared to skew 
older in age and came across as veterans of quite a few Birkenstock and tie-dye era rallies; an 
opinion of mine that was reinforced by the repetitive cries of; “Hey! Hey! Ho! Ho! Putin's got to 
go!” from one of the banner wielding protesters to my left.

As I looked on at what I considered to be the relative tameness of the whole situation the 
shouter to my left suddenly urged me to, “Please get out of the way,” and followed up his request
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by explaining that they needed to hold the banner up for... what reason I still do not know. I did 
not spot any cameras suddenly turned our way and nobody seemed to be paying us any special 
attention. Nevertheless, I apologetically obliged by ducking under the banner to join my fellow 
classmates who had been mildly complaining about how they were freezing after a half hour 
spent shaking their little rattlers and holding up the banner. I briefly expected them to start 
cursing the evil taskmaster who had inflicted such anguish on them, but although they wished it 
were warmer, they seemed to legitimately want to be there (one actually made her own Putin 
mask and another later consented to be interviewed for the cause).

However, quibbles were promptly set aside as the first observable sign of confusion in the
ranks took hold when a non-student protester on our right held his portion of the banner up high 
and was promptly scolded by the person who had organized the impromptu moment. The 
situation was rapidly defused as this second protester apologetically mumbled that he thought the
first protester said to hold it up high—which was actually what was said, but nobody spoke up to
ask why he was flip flopping on his requests or why he even made the request in the first place—
and returned his portion of the banner to its usual height.

While recovering from that near disaster, our attention was turned to a number of 
consulate workers who were watching the scene unfold from their brick and mortar enclave; for 
practically the whole duration of my visit, people would regularly pop up at various windows to 
gawk and/or take pictures with their sleek cell phones. There was even a point where one such 
individual seemed to be calmly sipping his afternoon tea from a third story window while, one 
story below, a wannabe photog was angling his cell phone for the perfect shot. In a moment of 
brevity, the protester to our right redeemed his presumed banner goof by yelling at them to take 
their pictures and send them back to Putin, eliciting laughter from those of us nearby. Of course, 
the gawkers were not clued into the fact that we were having a bit of fun at their expense, but I 
did find myself wondering what was going through their minds as they snapped their photos and 
sipped their tea from on high. Did they have their own joke(s) about the ant like protesters 
below? Were they enraged to the point where they thought they would try to bring shame to 
those who dared to oppose their country's policies? Perhaps it was not anything like that... 
perhaps they were simply excited to have any change of pace from their dreary work day or 
perhaps they just wanted to get pictures of the “fun” American protest to share with friends and 
family on their version of Facebook.

I experienced similar ruminations regarding the thoughts of the police who were not so 
much scattered along the street as they concentrated into a solid collective, chatting the day 
away. Did they view it as a welcome break from having to hoof it around the city looking for 
cars to ticket? It certainly seemed so, but while I could only speculate about their inner thoughts, 
there was one person who clearly was all too happy to partake in the social aspect provided by 
the event. That person was our esteemed professor who remained off to the side, continuing to 
treat the whole demonstration as one big social gala. Sadly, this meant my dream of watching 
him dragged off kicking and screaming after trying to scale the consulate wall or getting chased 
down the street by police because he threw eggs at them and called them pigs before yelling; 
“Attica! Attica!” was for naught. But his reaction to a news camera being pointed in his direction
was a fair consolation prize. No doubt he was just trying to warm his exposed fingers, but he 
made quite the Mr. Burns as he put on a devilish grin and tapped his fingers together while his 
twinkling eyes whispered; “Excellent.”

If he doubted his choice of attire when Voice of America (one of the few lesser known 
news organizations bothering to cover the demonstration) ultimately asked to interview him, he 
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did not show it. He simply put away his smirk and replaced it with his serious professor persona 
as he boasted about the students of his that showed up and shared his thoughts on discrimination. 
Amusingly, the nearby non-student protester's voices grew louder when the news reporter parked
herself in front of us, something that happened time and time again whenever a camera came 
around. For us students who had not been trained to play it up for the camera, a news reporter 
was nice enough to instruct one of us to more rigorously shake a rattler when said reporter 
passed by with her camera man to get some footage of those of us on banner duty.

During my first few moments at the gathering I was told that watching five minutes of the
demonstration would be like watching the whole thing because it is a lot of the same. Sure 
enough, what I realized during my time there was that that was the whole point; to create enough
material that could be cut up and packaged into three minute, thirty-seven second (if that) clips 
and then decimated to as many people as possible. It was not, by any means, the unplanned chaos
that marred so much of the Occupy Wall Street Movement or the fervor pitch of early AIDS 
protests. Even the big draw of pouring a container of what I later learned was labeled “Vampire 
Blood” on the Olympic Flag was a carefully planned spectacle. Naturally, it drew a bit of 
excitement with people and news reporters crowded around, prompting the police, for the first 
time, to stop their chatter and involve themselves in what was going on around them by having 
the protesters return to their back and forth marching. But then it was over and it was business as 
usual.

The thing though is that, despite all of that (the manufactured element, the moments of 
amusement, and the apparent lack of interest from the police and major news organizations) I 
still managed to come away from the whole thing with a sense of the real emotion that coursed 
through the people that took time out of their day to stand in the cold. It may have been a far cry 
from my own preferred method of addressing social injustice, which perhaps unsurprisingly 
involves writing snarky arguments in which I carefully explain at length to people on the internet
why they are idiots, but I nevertheless appreciated it for what it was; a true act of solidarity 
toward fellow human beings living a world away. Yes, it was a bit of a performance, but it was 
also a cri de coeur from individuals who are too well versed in what it is like to be discriminated 
against to refuse to be silent when they see others undergoing similar treatment.

As such, when I looked at the faces of the people protesting, I did not just see an 
opportunity to make old people jokes. I admit, there was a fair bit of that going on in my head, 
but I actually also saw people who had likely spent quite a bit of time (and will likely continue to
spend a lot of time) fighting for their own rights/recognition and as a result knew well the harm 
of remaining silent. With a recent class viewing of a documentary on the history of AIDS 
activism still fresh in my mind, I was especially mindful of the harm wrought by such a disease 
exactly because there initially was not a large enough outcry for the government to take the kind 
of action that they most certainly would have if it had not been considered a gay disease. So, 
beyond the laugh lines, what I saw in the faces of that crowd was pain and anger, but also love 
and compassion for people who are under threat from, among other things, Russia’s proposed 
legislation that is aimed at preventing a segment of their population from even trying to stand up 
and demand equal rights and protection under the law.
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Emanuela Castellano

Something Blue
Through her veil she stared at the man of her dreams, then watched him fade into the background
as her fiancé reached for her hand.

Matching Scents of Betrayal
If she hadn’t been out with her former lover, maybe then she would have noticed the mistresses’ 
perfume, still lingering on her husband’s coat.
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Microsoft’s Writing Style
Danny Dupont

When I write poetry,
It consists of 
sadistic scratch marks 
And bleeding black ink 
from Bic pens. 

I pour over 
Lines of loose leaf paper 
And pull out my curly nappy hair
As a pagan sacrifice 
for poetic lines. 

Lately, I’ve rarely used 
My bleeding Bic pens—
The Lines of loose leaf paper
And nappy hair 
Have been swapped for 
Computer CONTROLS.

When I feel like my writing is shit,
I highlight and press 
CONTROL+C & CONTROL + V
So that Copying and Pasting eliminate
The need for pagan sacrifices. 

The combination of
CONTROL + C & CONTROL + V 
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Allows me the luxury of 
Never having to let go; 
And my writing multiplies
Though it remains unchanged—
No substance but there is a
Pure and Palpable
Pointless Production of
Words.

There are moments when
CONTROL + C & CONTROL + V
Will envelop
Writing that has been changed by
The command
CONTROL + B
For emphasis. 

The bleeding black ink will return in
Moments like this
But that ink will not come from
My Bic pen;
My writing has still not changed 
In any real way.

For times when 
I think I need more flair—
More real—
I use 
CONTROL + I
Don’t stop there
I
Use CON TROL + U

CON TROL + C + V 
+B + I + U Damn—
Now my writing is 
con vol u ted
Syl lab ic though
Not e nough of
The CON TROL plus
Le tters of the Mi
Cro soft Al pha
But ma ybe I
Need ano ther CON
TROL per haps I
Need CON TROL Z
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No CON TROL Y
To bring back the 
Con vol u ted
Wri ting of the
CON TROLS C V
B I U Z
And Y am I
So ob sessed with
Syl la bles when
My wri ting is
Al rea dy so 
Fucked Up with these 
Mi Cro Soft CON 
TROLS  that com bo
CON TROL + Z
Is not en ough
To e rase my
Con vol u ted 
Wri ting sty le.

You know what?
Fuck Microsoft;
Fuck CONTROLS;
I’m taking my writing back.
My Bic pen will bleed
Black Ink again
And I will probably pull
My nappy hair out 
Again, but
I will write with 
Black and nappy
Sadistic passion—  
No cheap aesthetics. 

I will write with something that 
Bleeds.
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Alexander Radison

Ghazal Games: Noir Edition!*
          After Roger Sedarat 

____ “Here’s looking at you kid,” Bogart said.                             A.  Chinatown
         The tears in her eyes were black and white.

____ Yellow suits and fedora’s were all the craze.                B. Neuromancer
         This copper ain’t scared, in black and white.

____ Technically not even Noir? To be frank,                      C.  Sin City
         he just didn't give a damn in black and white.

____ Atop a broken hotel, moments were lost          D. Casablanca
         like tears in rain. He died in black and white.

____ The sky was the color of a dead TV channel,         E.  Dick Tracy
         a consensual hallucination in black and white.

____ “Nosy feller’s lose their noses,” Jack.         F.  Gone With the Wind
         Good guys don’t always win, in black and white.

____ If you turn the right corner here, you can find         G.  Blade Runner
         just about anything, but it’s all black and white.
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        *(Guess the films and/or novels)
        Hint: Although some of these works are in color,
        all Noir contains many shades of black and white.
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Farjana Yasmin
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From Stood Up to Sitting Down
Emanuela Castellano

Cast breakdown:
Deb: 38, Dental Hygienist, married.  She has a very bubbly personality and is always looking to 
go out, meet new people and enjoy herself. 

Olivia: 32, Editor, newly single.  She is very cynical towards dating again after having just 
broken up with her boyfriend. 

Robert: 31, Engineer, single. He is a very approachable person. He’s handsome and very well 
dressed.

Stage:  Zacharys bar, New York City.  It is a very trendy bar that has been newly renovated. It is 
a Saturday night so the bar is full.  The lights are dimmed very low and the music is loud, but not
unbearable. The girls can still talk over the music without having to strain their voices.  There is 
a lounge area towards the back, and in the front there is an L shaped bar.  Deb and Olivia are 
sitting on one end of the bar, and Robert is sitting just two seats over. So engaged in their 
conversation, the girls do not notice Robert.

Deb
Hey Bartender, Make me a mango cosmopolitan, please!

Olivia
Make that two please.  Turns to Deb.  I could use a drink, that’s for sure.

Deb
I know. I don’t remember the last time we’ve gone out together--even just for a drink. And 
you’ve been single for 2 months now.  It’s time to get yourself back in the game.

Olivia:
Which is exactly why I’ve been avoiding all bars!

Deb
That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard.

 (She laughs as she snatches her drink from the bartenders hand.)

Thanks honey!
Olivia

Thank you.

(Olivia mumbles under her breath.)

It’s frustrating. It’s like we can’t go out and have a drink just us two without having to worry 
about men hitting on us!
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Deb
Yeah, they’re pigs.

Olivia
 Like, look over there.

Deb
Where?

Olivia
On the other side of the bar, blue shirt. He’s been eyeing you all night.

Deb
Ugh, so annoying.  What on earth would make him thing he could ever have a shot with me.  
Even if I was single I wouldn’t go near him with a ten foot---

Olivia
And there, bald guy leaning against the stool, under the TV.

Deb
There’s another one, a solid 6 with the ego of a 9.  Maybe we’ve just become too pessimistic?

Olivia
Absolutely not! I am more than happy to get to know someone if they didn’t have to be all sleazy
about it. I’m not that high maintenance. Maybe if they’d start by introducing themselves, and not
with a dumb pick up line.

Deb
And then ask to take you out to dinner.

Olivia
And pay, maybe. I mean I’ll even offer to split it.

Deb
Hey,  you shouldn’t for a second have to reach for your wallet!

Jenna
And then maybe go dancing. Maybe.  If they were up for it.

Deb
Followed by a romantic walk around central park.

Olivia
And then maybe, he pays for your cab, or at least offers.

Deb
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 No, no, no. Honey, he has to pick you up in his own car.

(They both look at each other and start laughing.)

Olivia:
 If anyone’s high maintenance I’m going to guess it’s you!

(A man sitting at the bar leans over the empty seat separating him from the women.)

Stranger:
 Excuse me ladies, I’m sorry to interrupt but—

Olivia:
We are not interested.

(Olivia tosses her hair over her shoulder and quickly turns her back towards him.)

Stranger:
 I don’t mean to disturb I just had a question.

Deb:
Did we fall from heaven?

Olivia:
Do we come here often?

Deb:
Let me guess, we look familiar? You think we’ve met before?

Stranger:
Uh no, no. Nothing like that. It’s just, if you were meeting someone at a bar, how long would you
wait for them? 15 minutes? A half hour?

Olivia:
 Aw, are you waiting on someone?

Guy:
Yes, this girl from work, Karen. We made plans to grab a quick drink after work. We were both 
going to run home, change out of our business clothes, and meet around 9 p.m.

(Deb and Olivia both glance down at their watches.)

Olivia:
Yikes, 9:52 p.m.

Deb
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Have you called her?

Stranger
No. idiot me forgot to exchange phone numbers with her.

Olivia
You poor thing.

Stranger
I mean, it’s not like it was a date date. Trust me, I would love to have asked her out but I wasn’t 
sure if she was interested.

Olivia
But, you like this girl?

Stranger
Well, yeah. She’s great. I just feel like a loser if she stands me up.

Deb
Well honey, we’ll keep you busy! She’s probably just stuck in traffic. Or maybe she couldn’t find
anything to wear. Slide on over, sit with us so you’re not waiting all on your own!

Stranger
 Thanks.

(He said with a smile as he slides over. The bartender hands Deb and Olivia their 
drinks.)

Deb
Hey, what are you drinking?

Stranger
 A Guinness.

Deb
 (She leans toward the bartender.)

Hey bartender, grab another Guinness for him!

Olivia
I’m sorry, we didn’t catch your name.

Stranger
My name is Robert.

Olivia
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Hi, I’m Olivia.

Deb
Debra.

Robert
So nice meeting you girls, it’s definitely a breath of fresh air being able to talk to two women in a
bar with no pressure.

Deb
Yeah, no pressure because we’re taken! Well, I am at least. Married 4 years now, and I couldn’t 
be happier to be out of this dating game. Yuck. She makes a disgusted face as she scans all the 
eligible bachelors around them.

Olivia
I do feel bad about the girl not showing up yet. Maybe she got the bar messed up? Is there 
another Zachary’s in the area?

Robert
 Nope, this is the one and only.

Olivia
Oh, I’m not from around here so I wouldn’t know.

Robert
 Where are you from?

Olivia
Long Island, all the way out east. I’m just visiting the city to spend time with Deb. I don’t 
remember the last time we hung out with one another!

Deb
 It’s true! See, we went to high school together and then—

Robert
Out east, huh? I’m from Long Island too.

Olivia:
Really? How funny. From where?

Robert
Montauk, just as far as you can go on the island.

Deb
So you have to drive all the way out there tonight?

Robert
Unfortunately. 
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(He says with a sigh as the bartender slides the beer to him.)

Olivia
Wow. Too bad that Karen girl hasn’t shown yet. Who wants to make that trip out so late?  What’s
she like?

Robert
She’s perfect. She’s funny, and witty, and smart, and beautiful.  I wouldn’t say she’s punctual.

(He lets out a nervous laugh.)

I don’t know. I really thought she was into me.

Deb
Have you two gone out before?

Robert
 No.

Olivia
Have you at least taken a lunch break together at work?

Robert
No.

Deb
Maybe you waited too long, and she considers you just a friend now.  That happened to me my 
junior year of college.  Michael something. I thought we were just friends, long story short he 
was head over heels. Obsessed like a little puppy, everywhere I wen---

Robert
Maybe. I just, I didn’t want the first meal we had together be a half toasted Panini in our office 
cafeteria. I wanted to really do it big, you know. Take her out to dinner.

Olivia
Go dancing, maybe?

Robert
Yeah dancing. Gosh, I don’t remember the last time I went dancing.

Olivia
And then maybe a walk in the park?

Robert
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Only if she was wearing comfortable shoes. I wouldn’t want her feet to be hurting after all the 
dancing.

Olivia
So you’d send her off in a cab, right? So she could rest her feet on the way home? 

Robert
Send my girl, home in a cab, all alone? Not my style. I’d probably walk her right to her doorstep.

(He takes a huge gulp of his drink and then looks down at his watch.)

Robert
Wow, 10pm. I guess she’s not coming. Do me a favor?

(He reaches in his back pocket and pulls out a business card.)

I should get going. Would you mind, maybe, if she does show up, give her this so we can clear 
up the confusion. She’s of average height, thin, shoulder length blonde hair.

Olivia
Karen, right? 

Robert
Yes. 

Deb
Holding on to false hope that she’ll still come, aren’t you?

Robert
Pretty pathetic of me, right?

Deb: Yes! Olivia: No.
Robert

 Well, goodnight, ladies. 

(He takes a final sip of his drink, tosses a couple of bills on the counter and walks out.)

Olivia
He was real sweet wasn’t he?

Deb:
Yeah, sure.

Olivia
Why would she stand up such a nice guy?  Wait.
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Deb
What?

(Olivia jumps off her seat and runs across the bar, catching Robert right before he exits.)
Olivia

There was no woman, was there?

Robert
Well there is one now. He chuckles. You just seemed far too stubborn to get to know, so I had to 
improvise I guess. What do you say about dinner tomorrow night?

Olivia
Hey, you know, that was real sneaky of you. So you were eavesdropping the entire ti—

Robert
Just say yes.

Olivia
I’ll think about it.

Robert
How can I reach you?

(Olivia flashes his business card in front of him and slides it in her purse.)

Olivia
I guess you’ll have to wait this one out.

(She then turns and walks back to sit with Deb.)
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Joanna Micius

Like Jesus, 

Nicolas was a carpenter. Consoled cigarettes until his lips could no longer hide 
the dark truth. He could see the mirage of his wife in the sunlit smoke,
washing laundry in a river
deep in the ravine,
Pearls of sweat pressing out the pores of her skin.  

Lost in the preciseness of leveling, 
The coolness of steal against his dried hands. 

In Haiti,
everything burns: the smell of charcoal removing waste and
hair sizzling under the heaviness of a hotcomb, 
for those who can afford it. 

She chases away enough 
naps to feed their children 
just enough to stop the tears. Nothing can soothe 
the sting in her heart. Everything burns. 

One day it’ll all be enough. 

In her cloudy eyes, she can bring island warmth 
in exchange for a snowy day, beside him. 
He’ll give them 
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all the reaping of his labor of love.

Alexa Lempel

Like Texture

“I’m having a rough time.”

rough:

More like grit paper 
bitted with diamond dust 
and wrapped around my 
poor torso like a sweater.

More like drowning in
a tar pit of teeth; 
flailing;
drawing lungfuls of steel wool 
and splintered bone. 

     More like that
         than a roadful of cobblestone bumps.        

Much.

rough?
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It doesn’t chafe –

it bites. 

Eats.

Feasts.
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Megan S.
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Behind Closed Doors
Jean Choi

It wasn’t really a shutting; more of an implication. A metallic sliding of the doorknob 
turning and the subtle lumpf of the door expelling air as it was gently pulled to reunite with its 
wooden frame. In that moment, under the glow of the yellow light of the kitchen and among the 
sounds of the TV blaring in the family room, she felt the fear that only comes with the thought of
abandonment. 

Living in the suburbs under the California sun was like living in a fantasy or an aspired 
ideal that everyone desired; a self-induced and accepted well-oiled illusion that everyone wanted 
to be a part of. The neighbors greeted each other and politely asked about their children. 
Holidays were outwardly celebrated with appropriate decorations put up and taken down for 
appropriate amounts of time.  In the winters, smoke spiraled comfortably out of the chimneys 
and the air filled with the scent of warm, burning fireplaces. In the summers, the smell of 
barbeques and the sound of merry laughter and yelling children wafted out of fenced backyards. 
Mornings were met with the gentle cacophony of yard work and with the sight of new mothers 
walking off those extra pounds with their swaddled infants pushed proudly in front of them. On 
garbage days, neat rows of color-coded trash and recycling bins lined the streets and by evening, 
they all disappeared promptly behind the fences of the houses. 

Although deep exchanges were rarely given, they mutually supported each other by 
buying Girl Scout cookies, magazine subscriptions, relay pledges, and pints of cookie dough 
from one another’s children as they made their entrepreneurial rounds door-to-door during the 
school year.  Keys were given out to those next door in the case of fire, for checking-up on 
babysat children, or unforeseen emergencies.  The old ladies in their manicured houses across the
street phoned families to warn them about the dangerous predicaments of garage doors left open 
and gates left unlatched.  Streetlights dimmed and porch lights went on as soon as the sun went 
down, and the stars were greeted with the quiet chirp of crickets singing in the evening breeze. 
Walking down the street of well-maintained houses, manicured lawns, and artfully plotted flower
gardens, the neighborhood was a perfect paradigm of happiness and safety. 

The girl sat in the kitchen with her hands in her lap, clenching them hard enough to turn 
her small knuckles white, watching her mother cook in the kitchen.  The boy wasn’t eating again.
He was full, he wasn’t hungry, he didn’t want to eat.  Her brother sat glumly next to her, a mulish
and miserable expression on his five-year-old face.  He played with his food. She closed her 
eyes, desperately hoping, as seven-year-olds are wont to do, that this would be the one time that 
he would be ignored. 

“Why won’t you eat? You should be grateful of the food you have and eat it. Don’t insult 
me and your mother. Eat your food!” A gruff, low voice boomed to her left.  Their father 
slammed his beer can down on the table and glared at his son. The boy tried to force himself to 
eat but ended up choking on his food and started crying. Their mother came to the table and 
taking the utensils out of his hands, told him he didn’t have to eat if he didn’t want to. 

Looking at her husband, she accused him, “Why are you forcing him? What will it 
accomplish? If he doesn’t want to eat, he doesn’t want to eat.” Her husband responded by 
opening another beer and embarking on a tirade about respect for the man of the house, how the 
father and husband are king and should be treated as such.  The daughter remained silent, glued 
to her seat and trying to ignore that familiar smell of alcohol. 
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“It’s okay, honey,” the mother told her son, “it’s okay.”  The son was trying not to cry, but
tears leaked out of his down-turned eyes, and his breathing was uneven. He knew what would 
happen if he cried. He couldn’t cry. He couldn’t. A sob escaped him. 

“What are you crying for, you weakling?! I didn’t raise such a weak son!” 
The father’s voice was too loud. His face was too red. He swung his hand toward his son,

but couldn’t reach him across the table. Stumbling out of his chair, he grabbed his son from his 
wife’s arms and started to drag him by the arm down the hall and into the bedroom, unbuckling 
his belt along the way.  

“What are you doing? What are you doing!” his wife screamed, running after him and 
pulling on his shoulders. The daughter bolted from her chair and ran after them, hands clutching 
the bedroom door frame, she hung on and tried to blend into the edges. The mother stood 
between her son and her husband, pushing her son back behind her and yelling at her husband, 
trying to distract his fury away from her child.

“I’m sorry, daddy! I’m sooooorrrryyyyyy!!!!” 
Through his terrified screams, the son apologized over and over. He did wrong, he was 

sorry. Tears streaked down his face. The sister ran to the boy and pulled him to her. Although she 
wasn’t much bigger, he was her little brother.  He shouldn’t feel any sort of pain that she knew.  
In his drunken state, their father struggled to remove his leather belt.  The leather end always 
stung and left red, angry welts of their father’s rage. But the buckled end, the buckled end was 
always a possibility that came ever closer to realization.  

Their mother pushed him backward as hard as she could and dragged her children into 
the hallway, shoving them into the bathroom. Her eyes were wide, her mouth was grim, but there
was a resolution in her look that only mothers have. 

 “Stay in here. Lock the door. And take care of your brother. Don’t come out until I tell 
you to,” she instructed her daughter. The girl grabbed her sobbing brother into her arms and held 
him tight. She looked at her mother with an expression that was well-beyond her years, a 
haggard acceptance of the way things were and would continue to be. The door clicked shut and 
she lunged forward, reaching up to lock the door. The overhead fan rang and rang, drowning out 
the loudest of sounds in the bedroom next door. 

Time passed.  They sat on the bathroom linoleum, backs against the cabinet, in each 
other’s arms. The brother subdued to just an occasional whimper, and the sister staring at the 
white wall in front of them. No words were spoken, no questions asked. They knew there was no
point for them. They traced the patterns in the linoleum with their eyes, lines of pink meeting 
blue and then green in stiff right angles, the drone of the overhead fan unremitting. It felt like 
hours since the last shout, the last bang, the last shatter. The doorknob rattled. They held onto 
each other tighter. They held their breaths. They felt each other’s hearts beat faster. 

“Honey? It’s me, open the door,” their mother’s muffled voice came through the door. 
The daughter disentangled herself from her brother and pulled the door open. 

“Mommy!” 
As the son folded himself into their mother’s arms, the daughter saw her mother’s red-

rimmed eyes and the edges of fresh bruises around her collar. 
“Mom, where’s Dad?” she asked. 
“He went out, honey. Let’s get you all to bed. Come on.” 
She lifted her son into her arms and held out her hand for her daughter. The cold, small 

hand of her daughter slipped into her own, and she tightened her own weathered and rough hand 
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around it.  The daughter couldn’t help but notice the fresh reddish and blue colors on her 
mother’s arm.  She didn’t ask her mother if she was okay. They both knew. 

Many nights, explosions were caused by the simplest and most inane things. Toys not put 
away, not talking respectfully enough, wasting too much money on lessons for his children, the 
food not tasting right, his wife being too perfect. Whatever the reasons, they were endless. Rage 
was rage, and the nights that their father came home late, stumbling up the patio steps, were 
nights that became long and endless, full of apprehension. Nights that the son got a second 
mother, the daughter comforting him and helping him fall asleep in her arms amidst the sound of 
shattering glass, breaking furniture, and yelling in the rooms around them.  The children 
wondered if the neighbors ever heard the noise and why they didn’t ever do anything. Didn’t 
their neighbors wonder? Or worry? 

They learned early on the social protocol of returning the smiles and waves of their 
neighbors. Of playing, and laughing, and running outside with the other children. Of polite 
exchanges about the weather and appropriate uses of “Mr.” and “Mrs.”, “please” and “thank 
you”.  Of the importance of appearing safe, normal, and happy. 

Nothing disturbed the peaceful illusion of the street. Children ran outside and drew happy
chalk drawings on the concrete. Occasionally, a family with a dog walked by or a couple 
teenagers zipped by on bicycles and rollerblades. It was past seven-o’clock one summer evening,
during the time when most families were sitting themselves around the dinner table, when a 
police cruiser stopped in front of a house. Two officers, young, crisp, and clean-shaven in their 
pressed uniforms, walked up the path to the front door and knocked.  

Ten minutes ago, they had received a call from a little boy who was being prompted by a 
little girl’s voice in the background.  They were scared for their mother and their father had just 
left.  The little girl decided to call the police because she had learned in her third grade class that 
policemen were nice and were supposed to protect people and stop bad things from happening. 
Their mother was lying in bed next to them, unable to move freely at the moment, but consenting
to her children making the call. The little boy had always wanted to talk to the police, so the little
girl had let him, but only if he said exactly what she told him.  An officer knocked on the door 
and announced themselves in strong voices. The mother opened the door, grimacing slightly at a 
new pain. “Ma’am, we received a call…..” they explained why they were there as her children 
peeked around her legs at these uniformed men.  

They needed the daughter to translate some of the more difficult English. As the son 
spent time in awe with one police officer, the other officer followed the mother into the bathroom
with the daughter in order to record photographic evidence for the charges against her husband. 
It was the most colorful body the daughter had ever seen. Some parts were red, others were deep 
purple, still others were shades of blue and light green. With clothing on, no one would ever 
know of the pain the mother endured to just sit down, or hug her children, or wave a cheery 
hello.  If it weren’t real, it would have been beautiful. Like the sky when dusk approaches. Or the
colors of a smudged chalk drawing.  

A few nights before the police were called, within the disquiet lull after a particularly 
horrible episode where chairs were flipped, dishes shattered, and a heavy round glass vase was 
thrown and embedded into the wall, the front door closed.  The son was in the children’s room, 
playing with his toys, the daughter was in the kitchen, reading another book at the table, and the 
husband was in the family room, falling asleep in from of the TV.  The sound of the softly 
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closing door was like an afterthought to a louder, unexpressed decision. The daughter felt fear, a 
different fear than she had ever felt. She listened for sounds of her mother; all she could hear was
the TV and the snoring of her father.  The lack of her mother’s presence seemed to echo 
throughout the house, deafening her. She jumped out of the chair, tiptoed across the kitchen 
linoleum, and yanked open the front door. 

The dark shapes of the cars parked in the drive and of the refuse bins lined neatly in front 
of the sidewalk confined the mother in a close circle of darkness.  She stood in the dark 
driveway, bathed by the soft glow of the nearly-full moon. She looked like an angel, or a frail 
ghost.  The daughter hesitated as she saw her mother immortalized by the lunar rays, as she felt 
the evening’s cold breeze, as her foot stepped down onto the porch.  

The mother took her face out of her hands and looked upwards, as if she was searching 
for something above in the starlit expanse. She looked so hopeless and so tired with her delicate 
shoulders and slender silhouette against the dark surround. The daughter raced down the path, 
past the flowers, past the potted plants, past the cars, and to her mother. Just a foot from her, she 
stopped. 

“Mom?” her small voice came out a tentative tremor. In that tremor was a child’s 
concealed worry of losing the one person of understanding, of having her one love and salvation 
disappear. “Are you okay?” The mother turned around and pulled her daughter into her arms.  

Many years later, the mother would share with her daughter what she had felt.  How she 
saw the look in her daughter’s eyes, and she understood the fear that her daughter tried to hide. 
How a deep sadness pervaded her whenever she looked at her young daughter, knowing that no 
child should have to age so quickly. She had walked out without thinking; she just needed to be 
able to breathe outside in the fresh night air. She just needed to breathe, but being out in the night
and in the darkness away from the house, seeing her daughter so old and so worried and so 
vulnerable, she knew she would do anything and survive anything for her children. 

“I’m okay, honey. I’m not going anywhere. Go inside, it’s cold. I’ll be right in.”  
The daughter paused and then walked back toward the house, toward the warm light 

exuding from the front door she had left open.  She was frightened to see her mother so sad and 
tired. As she stepped in, she looked back at her mother. She still stood there, but she looked more
solid and settled. There was an air of resolve and determination about her, and she glowed under 
the beams of the moon. All the beauty of the houses and perfectly trimmed yards around them, 
all the order and safety of their neighborhood, were enveloped in darkness. The daughter stepped
inside the house, but left the door open. She settled down onto the chair with her book, and 
listened for the sound of a softly closing door. 
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Our Ocean Sounds like The Clash
Alexa Lempel

It’s Fall again; the first days still –
and we’ve locked our bikes to the sand.
Made way across the dunes.
Usurped the lifeguard’s empty nest

as our perch; as our eagle’s eye view
of the sea; choice seats to its casual bedlam.

We hold hands while the wind whips
the beach into cream, spreads a low
golden haze low our dangling feet –

watch the straggling gulls 
that forgot how to leave
hang 
stuck fast against the gale.

And it’s cold now, the grained gusts
are stinging our necks – but we
shiver it out.  Breathe deep the salt air.

Through the headphones we’re sharing,
(your left ear, my right)
an old punk song is playing real loud.  

32



Passionate Masturbation
Michael Strianese

I

I saw Montez every morning smoking a cigarette in the chair on his porch.  I’m pretty 

certain he spent most of the day there, chain smoking cigarettes and staring at his lawn.  Every 

day I’d wake up and make coffee, and get the paper from my driveway.  That is where he caught 

me.  His porch, with nothing on it but a small table and the chair he sat in—that practically 

became an extension off his back—met the end of my driveway by the yard’s gate.  

“Morning, neighbor,” he’d say.

“Good morning, Montez,” I’d say.

“Indeed a good one,” he’d say.

And then I’d tell him to have a nice day.  The four lines happened as if rehearsed.  No 

more or less was said, and no differently was it said than the day before or would be said the day 

after.  It wasn’t that I had anything against Montez but we had nothing in common.  At least, I 

didn’t think we did and didn’t care to find out.  He was an old man who lived alone and it 

seemed that he needed company.  His dog died a few months back and I could tell that it had hit 

him hard because I heard sobbing coming from his house the night it was hit by a car.  It was 

August and I was sleeping with my window open, and I guess he had opened his as well, and I 

heard him crying.  

I never asked him about it.  We were neighbors, and I smiled every morning we 

exchanged the four scripted lines, but that was as far as we went.  That doesn’t require me to be 

his friend.  It was not my responsibility to alleviate the loneliness of his life because we had both 

chose to move into the houses we did.  

And after I’d get the paper from the driveway, I’d take it inside to the table by the 

window in my kitchen, and do the crossword puzzle and drink my coffee.  Then I’d put it in the 

basket by the trash that had older papers inside of it already.  Every Tuesday I bound them 
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together with twine and put them to the curb to be recycled.  On Wednesday mornings a truck 

would come and pick them up around five, and Montez would wave to the guys in it with a 

cigarette in his hand.  I only know this because one night I drank too much to drive and waited 

on a curb behind the bar for a few hours hoping to sober up.  At four thirty, and still drunk, I 

called a cab and it drove me home.  That’s how I know Montez was in his chair at five o’clock in

the morning and that the recycling truck came then too.  

II

I woke up late this morning.  After smoking a couple of cigarettes in bed I made coffee 

and went outside for the paper.  Montez lit a cigarette with a match and tossed it onto the lawn.  

When he saw me he looked up and greeted me as usual, but then asked if he could ask me a 

personal question, because we were such good pals (his words, not mine).  I said of course and 

he told me to come onto the porch.  I had never been on his porch before and my house looked 

different from this perspective.  It’s interesting to think that this is how Montez saw it, only the 

side with the broken gutter that hung downward.  He told me that there was another chair inside, 

to the right of the door when you walk in, and to get it.  I took it outside and sat down next to 

him.  He rolled me a cigarette and I thanked him for it.  Then he apologized preemptively in case

I found what he was going to ask me awkward.  I told him that I don’t find anything to be 

awkward and he smiled. 

“Okay,” he said.

“When you masturbate do you just go down there and attack it?” he said.

“You know, as fast and as hard as you can until you ejaculate?” he said.

“Or do you go slowly and not worry about the orgasm until it comes, and just enjoy the 

sensation of touch?” he said.

Then he asked which I felt to be a more passionate approach and we talked about it for a 

while.  When we were finished I asked if he would like to do the crossword together on his 

porch.
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Red Velvet Cake                    
Brian Dunlop

On my 21st birthday, I received a red velvet cake in the mail.

At age 20, I tried LSD for the first time; a totally unexpected experience, to which made me see 

things, differently.

When I was 19, I robbed a liquor store with no repercussions – a lost soul with nowhere else to 

turn.

When I was 18, I first got busted for pot; what a waste of weed.

When I was 17, things were different; I was living with my grandparents – academically wise, I 

was on the right path, but I haven’t felt so miserable in all of my life.

At age 16, I got held back for the first and last time.

When I was 15, I first experimented with marijuana, and this became a habit of mine, ever since.

At age 14, I was sad, an outcast, and needed a change in scenery, and a whole new approach on 

how I represented myself in public; specifically, my junior high school.
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When I was 13, I was selected in my grade to partake in a Junior National Leadership 

Conference in Washington DC, and had a fun, new experience and even got a couple of girl’s 

room numbers, but unfortunately, my self esteem prevented me from calling these rooms.

During the days, I was 12, were days that were very plain and lonesome.

When I was 11, I read at least two books a day.

One day, when I was 10, I asked my older half brother, if my mom was looking down on me 

from Heaven, then the telephone rang and there was complete silence on the other line.

When I was 9, my mother passed away, and during her funeral, I did not cry.

During the summer of 2000, when I was 8, my mother told me of a new, safer town for me to 

live in, out in the suburbs. 

During one unpleasant car ride into Brooklyn, at the age of 7, my mother ran into traffic on the 

way to her dental appointment, so to pass the time, she would give me spelling tests and scream 

at me with furiously heightened words, each time I would get a word, wrong.

One day, at the age of 6, I witnessed my drunken father attack my mother, violently – as he 

became too intoxicated to tolerant her aggressive nature.

During my 5th birthday, my mom never showed up; she told me that she got caught up in traffic 

and came home after I already fallen asleep – but this day was so sad, that I could never forget it.

When I was 4, I went to school for the first time, and experienced my fair share of ups and 

downs with my peers and both my teachers.

At age 3, I walked in on my mother naked and she did not move, but I ran, and never ever told 

anyone what I saw.
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At age 2, I watched television, immensely, as my dad left for work, while my mom would invite 

her special friend, “Rick”, over, and sometimes, they would go off somewhere in the house and 

not come back for many, many hours.

When I was 1, my parents would have my crib in their bedroom, and some nights, my mom 

would leave this bedroom, complaining to my dad, that something needed to be done.

On March 24, 1992, I was birthed – the consequence of a faulty condom.

Free Verse! On it.
Chris Eder

Oh, liberty, these shackles I remove!
My feet, unbound, move forth or in reverse
To find this fitting style with which I prove
That I’ve discovered my true name: Free Verse!

Structure is a feckless, feeble frump.
To shake him is to shatter bones embossed.
He’s hard to shirk and harder still to stump,
But, as Free Verse, I fracture for my cause.

I’ll take my turn to teach those monotones—
Those scared sad sonnet slobs—without disdain!
I’ll show them how to break their bouncy bones!
I’ll flaunt my Free Verse name to dead quatrains!

Quatrains! Iambs! Again, I am a sonnet,
Shackled by my structure. *Sigh* Baby’s bonnet.
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Only Human
Shamari Stewart

I start to feel light-headed, but I force myself to keep walking because I feel as though I've 
slowed the group down enough. Unfortunately, I soon realize that I'm gonna lose consciousness 
if I keep this up. I try to reach out to one of my fellow travelers but before I knew it I was falling 
and everything went black. Next thing I knew I was waking up in Seik's arms. 

Jordan starts wobbling around, then he faints. Seik flies over immediately leaning down to listen 
for his heart beat, and sighs in relief. 

"Father, he needs to rest," she says. 

"He's slowing us down too much, we might as well just carry him there now," Traknon replies. 

Shrilok walks over to Sheik and leans down over Jordan, with her eyes beginning to glow bright 
blue as she slowly moves her hands above his body. 

After a few seconds of her doing this, she gets back up and turns to Traknon. "He needs to rest 
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and rejuvenate. If he doesn't, he'll die." 

Traknon grunts. "Fine," he says as he stops and turns to address the rest of the group. 

"We're going to stop and rest here for another hour or so! No one wander off too far by 
themselves!" 

They all stop and converse amongst themselves while Seik and Shrilok tend to Jordan. 

When I wake up Seik embraces me, and I pat her on the back to let her know that I'm glad to see 
her too. 

"Are you finally ready to go?" Traknon asks, sitting on a rock a few feet away from us. 

"Father, he just woke up!" Seik replies. 

"She's right, he needs to eat and rest," adds Shrilok. 

"Your species is so fragile. You're lucky your kind never had any serious competition for power 
on your planet." 

Unfortunately, he's right. We wouldn't last a second against any of the creatures I've encountered
on this planet so far, including the Raki. Shrilok hands me a bag of what appears to be some kind
of fruit and tells me it's the only thing I can eat to regain my strength. While I'd love to know how
they think they know what's safe for me to eat and what's not safe for me to eat, I accept her 
offering and consume the fruits. They taste amazing, like a mix between pineapples and oranges,
and I immediately start to feel much better. 

"Can I bring these back to earth with me... if I make it back that is? Maybe we can make them on
our planet somehow." 

"Sure, we can make plenty more here," Shrilok eagerly replies. "Take as much as you like." 

After a few more minutes of rest I tell Traknon I'm ready to continue traveling. He lets the rest of 
us know and we continue on our journey to end the senseless violence between species on this 
planet, and hopefully as a consequence of that, the desire of these species to abduct human 
beings from earth. 

While we're walking Seik asks me why I'm always writing in this journal. I tell her the truth, 
which is that I'm recording my experiences as best I can so I can share them with the rest of my 
species. 

"They probably won't believe me," I admit, "I may even be putting myself at risk by exposing 
this, but I feel like any loss of freedom or happiness I may experience is worth revealing to other 
humans that there is in fact life in space." 

"Loss of freedom?" Seik responds, confused about what I mean by that. 
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"Yes," I reply. "Unfortunately, if they do happen to believe what I'm writing right now I'm fairly 
certain I'll be kept under constant surveillance for the rest of my life by agents of some kind of 
government institution." 

"That's awful, why would they do that to you?" She looks outraged by this, and it puts a smile on 
my face to see that she is because that's a good question, also it's nice to see someone care so 
much about my well-being on this planet for non-political reasons.

"That's a good question Seik..." I respond.

"It's because they're cowards," Traknon interrupts, without looking back at us. "Am I right, 
Jordan?" 

"Not really," I sharply respond. "The fear is justified. What if something happened to me 
physically or mentally while I was in space? Something that either couldn't be detected or 
happened slowly over time that could affect other human beings? It's being cautious, and with 
good reason." 

Seik doesn't look at me or respond to what I say. Traknon shakes his head and keeps moving. I 
think he's right, actually. There's no real justification for it; nothing concrete or substantial. Only
lofty "what if"'s. But the human race 
would quickly give in to that fear, I know it and I think Traknon knows it, though I'm not sure 
how. He gives me the impression that he's met human beings before, and lost all respect for us as
a species because of that interaction. Considering how some of us are, I honestly can't blame 
him. Though I can't say he's given me much to respect so far except his stern leadership, he's 
certainly lacking in the manners department. And these aliens do have a sense of courtesy and 
manners, it's similar enough to humans that I can easily grasp it and adjust; but that's a topic for
another day, I'd love to formally study how these creatures interact with one another. 

As we're walking I feel a slight tremble in the ground but I ignore it, thinking it's nothing serious.
Everyone else stops completely right after the tremble and they take out their weapons, 
prompting me to stop and look around nervously. 
Next we feel a much larger tremble, and a few seconds later a large wormlike creature grabs one
of us, shakes him around in its mouth and drags it back underground. I quickly start looking 
around for a safe, clear path to run from 
this creature, but I see the other Raki are already fighting. They split up into teams to take down 
many of these wormlike monsters. There seems to be nowhere safe to run, then next thing I know 
Seik is flying around in front of me, killing a creature trying to attack me. When I start backing 
away I notice two more of them coming towards me and I freeze, breathing heavily. Seik notices 
this and circles me, whacking them with her spear as they try to come at me. 

I panic completely and just start running away into the hot desert. I see a large shadow in front 
of me and hear one of them sliding towards me, getting ready to strike. I lose my footing and fall,
then turn around to see my attacker 
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for what I expected to be my last moment alive. I simply stare in a state of shock as it prepares to
devour me. Before it strikes I hear a faint screaming and I see a spec in front of the sun, behind 
the creature. As it gets closer I notice it's a Raki, then the next thing I know it's Traknon stabbing
the creature repeatedly with his sword. It screams before it falls right next to where I'm sitting. 

In shock of this near-death experience, Seik needs to help me up to help me continue moving. At 
this point I was completely sick of this planet and wanted to return to earth. The Raki seem to be 
the only redeemable quality of this 
damned place, and they're in very short supply here according to them. I shudder to imagine 
what the other humans here must be experiencing, being used in the way that we are. 

Day 31 

Fuck this planet, fuck these goddamned creatures, I wish they would just send me back to earth. 
I've told them about my species, what I do to contribute to our society and to our well-being. 
Anything else at this point is extra and unnecessary. I'm done being their political chess piece, 
no matter how badly they or the rest of this planet need me to be. 

"Traknon!" I shout, a few minutes after I wake up. He glares at me, no respect in his eyes of 
course. 

"I'm done. I quit. I want off this planet and I refuse to help you anymore." 

He looks at me, then over my shoulder, then back at me. When I turn around I see it was Shrilok 
he was looking at. She turns around, avoiding eye contact. 

"You want protection right Jordan?" He asks.

"Fuck protection! I want to go home!" At this point I'm one 'back-handed remark about me or 
human beings' away from just walking away and not considering their options anymore. 

"Fine, Jordan! I will teach you how to defend yourself." 

I chuckle at this madness. He's gonna teach me now? We have less than a week to reach this 
place in god-knows-where and he's saying he's going to stop everything and teach me how to 
fight? Not only that, but he thinks a few sparring lessons with him will help me fight back 
against the monsters we've 
gone up against. 

"It's not what you think. What I'm going to show you will enhance your physical and mental 
capabilities exponentially. Follow me." He gets up and starts walking, and I follow him, 
confused and unconvinced that what he's saying is really true. What happens afterwards, 
unfortunately, is only a blur to me now. I would assume that is a side-effect that only happens to 
humans or other creatures. He says it's because I'm not "balanced" enough, I say he can piss-off.
He's tried my patience and quite frankly everything he says to me is a slap in the face, 
presumably because of his xenophobia towards human beings. I can only describe what 
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happened based on what Traknon and the others say, but from my understanding of it.... 

Traknon and Jordan walk through the forest a little, Traknon sits on a log and tells Jordan to sit 
on a rock nearby. Jordan soon notices that he has a small sack in his hand. 

"Hold out your hand," Traknon says to Jordan. 

"No... what are you going to do to me? I'm not doing anything unless I know what the effects are 
going to be." 

"Do you know why I'm so powerful?" 

"Training? Hard Work? Good mentors?" 

"No." 

Jordan chuckles again, losing even more respect for this seemingly strong, wise and powerful 
leader who apparently didn't even work to attain the skills he possesses. Though it makes him 
wonder just, just how did he get so strong?

He pours some of the sack into his hand, it looks like blue dust, or blue sand. He then inhales, 
and it neatly flies into his nostrils. He stays still for a few seconds, then exhales. He extends his 
arm to the right with his palm facing up. 

"Watch," he says, as he closes his eyes. Jordan looks at his hand, fascinated by what's going on 
but also slightly nervous. 

Specs of what appears to be the same blue dust flies out of his hand and forms a long sword, the 
dust changes to a shiny silver color, it stops forming when Traknon grips it. 

"Interesting." Jordan then realizes that Traknon didn't have any kind of sheath for the sword he's 
been using this whole time. 

"That's not what makes me strong, though," Traknon states. "What this substance which we call 
'onoa' also does for us is manifest our soul into a skill set or an ability." 

It immediately clicks for Jordan and he understands why the Raki are able to do what they do 
now. Why Shrilok is the only psychic, why Seik is one of the few that have the ability to sprout 
wings and fly. It's all thanks to whatever this substance is. 

"Are there any bad side-effects?" Jordan asks, still very skeptical of the safety of inhaling a 
chemical substance of alien origin. 

"You really only need to use this once. If you do that, there are no side-effects. We have had 
people abuse it in the past, and while their power grew to unimaginable levels, it became too 
much for them to handle." 
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"Too much to handle. And that means what exactly?" 

"Their bodies would contort in unnatural ways, burn, explode. In the end they either die or 
become so deformed and broken that they can't function." 

"Oh my god..." Jordan begins to look terrified. "Do you have any clue what might happen to a 
human that inhaled this?" 

"You will become strong, like we do. You can only use it once, though. If you use it more times, 
you will suffer greatly." 

"Is that what happened before?" 

Traknon grimaces, "so will you accept this offer? After this you will certainly be able to defend 
yourself and travel alongside us." 

Jordan takes a deep breath, sighs, shakes his head and puts his hand out. Traknon pours a handful
of the blue sand in his hand. Jordan feels that whatever this is, it's insanely light. Even though it's
a considerable like in his hand he feels like he can move it with no effort as if there was nothing 
there. 

"Breathe it in," Traknon says. Jordan then slowly inhales it and it flies into his nostrils. 

Jordan starts seeing colors flash in front of his eyes, an he starts bleeding from all of his orafices.
He stands up, looks around, and falls down to his side, convulsing on the ground. 

He lets out a blood-curdling scream, and after a few minutes of extreme pain he loses 
consciousness. When he wakes up he can't move anything but his eyes and his fingers, 
everything else is numb. After about ten minutes he starts to regain feeling in the other parts of 
his body. When he lifts his right arm he sees a large rail gun attached to it with his hand fused 
with it inside the machine, and a large bayonet attached to the end. 

On his other arm is a metallic substance covering his whole arm. Like a skin-tight metal armor. 

"My god.." Jordan just stares at himself, covered in a light battle armor suit. He turns and sees 
Traknon, still sitting there. 

"You're ready now."

***

Meanwhile, on the other side of the planet in the region inhabited by the bugs, James and Maria 
are being held captive in their containment fields. The bugs have done horrible experiments on 
them in almost any imaginable way, degrading them and leaving them severely psychologically 
damaged, as well as having many severe physical scars. To these creatures they're nothing more 
than lab rats. They don't understand the significance of having human beings with them, but 
they're determined to find out through physical examination and testing. Humans are physically 
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no match for these beings, being on average 4 feet smaller. Usually having been abducted 
without any weaponry on-hand, they have no chance from the start and are doomed to a horrific 
fate at their hands. 

They sit in the fields, a few feet in width and length, in a dark, damp room with computer-
looking contraptions on opposite sides of the room and doorways on the remaining 2 sides. They 
each have clunky, blinking collars on their necks and very little clothing. They're clearly 
malnourished, and not being kept clean or healthy. Their clothes are basically upside-down sacks
with holes cut in them for the head and arm openings. 

"I wonder if we're gonna get a meal today!" says James enthusiastically. "We've been good; we 
haven't opposed their will for 2 weeks straight." 

Maria just sits there, despondent with her head down. 

"Come on Maria, give me something. You don't have to be happy but at least be responsive." 

"I want to go home," she says. 

"Stop it. This is home now. You know that and I know that." 

"I'd rather die than consider this my 'home'" 

"You know they won't let you do that Maria, you've already tried 4 times." 

She begins to cry.

"Oh come on, this again?" 

"Our fucking child James! If it were just me I might be able to stand the pain, but this?" 

"Shut the fuck up Maria! He never had a chance." James starts crying as well. "Now look what 
you have me doing… god.."

Two bugs come in, and Maria immediately crawls into the corner. Both fields are shut off and 
they're picked up and told to walk and follow one of them. 

The bug leads them to a large, also dark cathedral-looking room, with rows filled with bugs, 
standing and screeching. In the front of the room stands an enormous bug, towering at 12 feet in 
height. This must be the leader, they think. James and Maria are terrified. 

"James... what do we..," the bug screeches at Maria, cutting her off and pushes them into the 
aisle, indicating that it wants them to walk down the aisle to the giant bug. 

As they walk towards the aisle, they hear the bugs' words translate through their collars as things 
like "help us or die!", or "give us more power!"
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When they finally reach the giant bug, it lets out an extremely loud screech that forces James and
Maria to cover their ears, and all the other bugs immediately quiet down. 

The but stares at both of them, then looks straight at James. He shakes in terror as it makes 
clicking and hissing noises. The noises translate through the collars as, "You make us stronger? 
How can you make us stronger?" 

"Umm, I don't know.. I.." 

It shrieks, and inches closer to him "Answer now!" it says. James gets on his knees, paralyzed 
with fear. Both he and Maria have seen these things kill and eat human beings with no effort. 
They're the only 2 left of the 20 or so other people that were taken with them. 

"Yes! Yes anything you want.. I can make you stronger!" 

It backs away again and asks, "Tell me how? How are humans able to make us stronger?" 

"I.. I can build things! I can help you build better weapons and make you stronger and faster!" 

"You help us then," it says. "Build things, make us stronger so we can conquer all." 

Two bugs begin to escort him out of the room. While they're going he sees the bugs are 
beginning to crowd around Maria and she looks at James with a sad and desperate look in her 
eyes. 

"I need her too!" The bugs stop circling her, back away and she gets escorted out as well. They're
sent to another room, filled with weapons such as spears and daggers. There's a table in the 
middle of the room with a light over it, 
like a crafting table. There are saws and hammers and other handheld tools in the room as well. 

"Build now," the bugs say. Then they leave and shut the door. 

"James.... James they need us now." 

"No. I already know what you're thinking and forget it. If you want to get yourself killed trying 
to escape be my guest but I want no part of it." 

"Please.... please James I'm begging you. I can't do this by myself." 

"Do you even have a plan?" 

"No, but we can make one! We act like we're helping them while we plot our escape!" 

"Escape to where? In case you haven't noticed this is a planet filled with giant man-eating 
creatures." 
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"Anywhere is better than here, with them. You know that! What's your great plan? Build them 
better weapons with your degree in Journalism?" 

"My plan is to try! To try to do what it is they want me to so that I don't fucking die!" 

"When they find out you built them crappy weaponry then what do you think is going to happen?
At best you'll be a tortured lab rat for the rest of your life."

James looks down, thinking hard about his options, or rather his lack of options. 

"You know this is all we've got. Help us get out of here."

With that, their plan to escape from the hell that is the bugs fortress was hatched.
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After Hours by Sazia Afrin

An Interview with Professor Nicole Cooley

Utopia Parkway editorial board member Alexander Radison sat down with Professor and Poet 
Nicole Cooley to discuss her thoughts on the creative process and academia. Professor Cooley is
currently working on a prose project about dollhouses.

Alex: What is your writing process like?

Professor Cooley: My process with writing, I think, is to get messy. I feel like if I have to sit 
down with a blank piece of paper or a blank screen and write a poem with a capital “P” I’ll 
freeze, I won’t be able to do it. I like to trick myself into writing with a lot of low stakes writing 
assignments without telling myself I’m writing a poem.  That’s the first thing.  The second thing 
is that I never wait for the ideal conditions for writing because they’re never going to come. I'm 
always willing to write when I don’t feel like writing. I also never wait to be inspired because 
that hardly ever happens. So, to me this keeps writing fun,  and I think that you, as a writer, have 
to do what  you can to keep the engine running, and that’s what I do; I try to surprise myself and 
trick myself and keep myself running that way.

Alex: Do you have any favorite writers who have influenced your writing?

Professor Cooley: Yes, so many.  For example, last week in my MFA class I taught Gertrude 
Stein.  I write nothing like her but I think she’s endlessly inspiring. She didn’t care what was in 
fashion; she just did her own thing, made up her own language. She wrote children’s books, 
plays, poems, and prose.  Another writer along those lines is Muriel Rukeyser. She also wrote so 
many texts, so many poems, so many biographies, novels. I think what I'm drawn to is writers 
who write in multiple genres and write a lot, and who aren’t afraid to take risks, and both 
Gertrude Stein and Rukeyser fit the bill.

Alex: You’ve written both, collections of poetry and novels. What were the differences between
your approaches to each project?

Professor Cooley: It’s very different. I think the nice thing about poetry is that you can dip in, not
that it’s easier, it isn’t, but u can dip in and dip out. The issue with prose writing is you really 
have to block out more time, block out big chunks of time to inhabit that role that you’re 
creating. That can be tough. But I think they’re both really fun. I mean one nice thing about prose
writing is that you get to live with characters for a really long time and get to know them and 
really inhabit their world.  You become part of their world and they become part of yours and 
that’s very appealing.  

Alex: You have both an MFA and a PHD.  What were the differences between those two 
courses of study and why did you decide to pursue both?
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Professor Cooley: So, I got my undergraduate degree at Brown University and I only took one 
English class the entire time. Then I got to my MFA program and the University of Iowa is very 
much a studio program, you don’t have to take any literature classes. By the time I was done 
with those two degrees I knew nothing about literature, I really didn’t even know the Canon. So, 
I decided to get a PhD to fill in those gaps and I decided to get a literature PhD because I wanted 
to write a literature dissertation. It turned out to be a really good thing to do and I'm very glad I 
did it.

Alex: Do you have any creative writing pet peeves? Or common mistakes that amateur 
creative writers make that can be avoided?

Professor Cooley: Yes, I think that one thing a lot of beginning and emerging writers struggle 
with is the balance between statement and image, between abstract and concrete language. It’s so
easy to fall into the trap of really writing completely abstractly. If you look at a writer like Marie 
Howe who visited our campus last year, she has wonderful poems in which there are only one or 
two images in the whole poem, but they are such remarkable images that they do all the work. 
It’s really hard, I think, for students to understand the work that images can do and how images 
are necessary.  That’s the first thing.  My other pet peeve is the word universal.  It’s one of my 
most hated words.  I feel that too often people try to make their work universal and in the process
of doing that they erase everything that’s interesting about it.  When I first started teaching at 
Queens College I conducted my workshops as anonymous workshops, where nobody’s name 
was on them. I noticed that everybody was writing this work that was completely flat – it had no 
setting, no character, and my students would come to my office and say that they loved the 
anonymous workshop because no one wants to hear about my border crossing in Mexico and 
now I don’t have to write about it because I'm just writing something that’s universal and 
everyone can understand it.  As soon as three or four people said that, I said that’s it we’re done, 
anonymous workshop is over.  In the desire to make your work universal you erase all your 
subjectivity and you flatten it, so I think if you take that word off the table in creative writing 
workshops, we’d all be better off.

Alex: Lastly, do you have any advice for aspiring MFA applicants?

Professor Cooley: It’s a great time for MFA programs – a new one probably started during this 
interview, I’m not kidding. Interest in creative writing has never been higher.  So I think with 
creative writing programs, the best thing is to really do your research, figure out where you want 
to go, figure out who you want to work with. You want to go to a place where you’re aesthetic 
will be welcomed, first of all.  If you are an experimental writer you might want to go to Brown 
University where someone turned in his thesis written on his car, literally.  You’re not going to be
happy if you’re writing sonnets at Brown.  In our program (QC), we encourage and require 
cross-genre writing.  You must take a workshop outside your genre of focus, which I think is a 
huge plus, that’s not the case in most programs at all – if you’re in poetry, you’re in poetry and 
never get to interact with the fiction people. It’s easy to do your research because you can go to 
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the AWP website (www.awpwriter.org) and you can look at the free listing for every program in 
the nation by state, which really helps.  Also, you shouldn’t go into debt for your MFA. I strongly
encourage people not to do that.  That being said, there are a lot of great programs in the nation, a
lot of wonderful programs.

North Star
Summer Medina

I heard that when I was born,
Beanie Babies and Talkboys were the most
wanted presents in America
that holiday season:
So tell me why my entire life,
All I've ever wanted was the sweetness of love
not at the tip of my tongue,
but stuck to my outstretched fingers like frozen rasberries

How is it that by the age of ten,
I had eight baby dolls,
and by thirteen, between being home alone
or creative suffocation
I had eighteen nightmares about infertility
and eight hundred reasons to wait
until the Christmas story I wrote every year came true

I was wrapped up in paper and tape,
peaking through the slivers of red and green edges,
and with sweaty palms asking for something I could not have.
Why is it that love is like asking for a bike every year,
and getting gameboy after gameboy after book
and my parents wondering why
I'm always indoors,
pleading to open my mind when the ribbons are pulled too tightly,
darling, you were the only one with scissors sharp enough.

Your voice made my heart feel like it was
coasted with tablespoons of cinnamon,
the flecks and sprinkles of each nutmeg mention
you ever made about how you'd never let me go.
I never told you this, but between family gatherings,
I used to wonder how you'd like the cranberries,
imagine how you'd laugh at every awful, Spanish joke,
only to ask me to translate later:
laughter then, that was secret, like every letter I left for Santa Claus
after I turned sixteen.
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Your eyes were like gifts in advent calendars,
in them, I found something new every day, every moment,
but I still managed to find my way home
in every star that sparked and sculpted you
out of the atoms that once formed giant birds and tigers,
but lived in the minds of scientists and philosophers
because in a hundred thousand years with thousands of atoms,
I believe someone somewhere had to go, "We need to make him too."

You were a boy who's mind grew too fast for his body,
but I swear I'd garnish every word on your lips with a kiss
that would make mistletoe wilt and bloom twice as bright.
When I was a child, I once wrote a holiday story
and the teacher stopped and reread how I wrote "evergreen",
but you were in every color, every green at the ends of tree branches
and lights that were out of my reach since infancy,
yet even now when I'm too short to reach them,
you are always willing to pull them down for me to touch

With you, I feel as warm as Chilean cocoa
on the iciest night in December,
and despite what you may think,
every moment was as magical as those
first drops of snow from the heavens,
like presents from God, waiting to be opened,
after the last white Christmas years before we touched.
Sometimes, I like to think our love was all I ever asked for,
but really, it was for you to bring me butterflies
even from the dust in the fireplace.
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Fight me
Charles Lester

“I wanna fight that guy! Hah!” I say. I point and grin.

“Okay, okay, not so loud,” my friend says, swatting at my hand. He will be driving me 

tonight. People laugh around the table we were playing Texas Hold‘em on. One of them says 

they would love to see a fight and then drains a beer. 

It is Friday and the clock will strike midnight in a few minutes. We’ve been here since 2 

or 3, jumping into the pool and such. Barbeque. I don’t remember who this place belongs to, but 

I want to bring it to the ground. 

“You wanna see a fight? I like you. Oh god. He wants to see a fight. I like this guy,” I say,

looking over at the guy I pointed out earlier. I don’t know him. I don’t think I do, anyway. He 

looks like a Kevin. He is in the other room where the music is. Why did I pick him? It could be 

the guy across from me. Fuck. I like him though. He wants to see a fight.

“You have to make a bet first,” my friend says.

“Mmmm, okay.” I forget about Kevin and look at my cards. I breathe in. Focus. King and

a four. Off suit. King. Four. Hah. I can’t feel my face, but I know I’m grinning. I don’t even 

know why. This hand belongs in the trash. “I’m gonna bet I’m gonna. Raise. 200.”
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Some fold. They all fold. I’m building an empire chip by chip. Little by little. They won’t

see me coming. I’m like water. You can’t predict what I’ll do next. You can’t know what form I’ll

take next. Next thing you know I’ll have the advantage. I’ll be charging down the hill and gain 

momentum. That’s strategy. Listen. You don’t fight on an incline. You get to the top first. If you 

see a Kevin there, you lure him away. Bring him to you. A Kevin probably won’t know what 

they’re doing. They’ll probably be Kevining around, unaware of their own Kevinness. That’s 

when you strike the Kevin. Sun Tzu said that.

I take all my earnings. 215. I think the blinds are 10.

“Hey Kevin!” I shout into the room the music was blaring from. “Fight me man! C’mon 

guy!” Kevin doesn’t seem to notice. “God damnit. Kevin!” This time he turns and looks right at 

me. Yeah, you. I point at him and signal for him to come over. He just stands there. Come on, 

come on. Fight me. Fight. Me. I mouth the words. I can’t feel my face. He just stands there. 

Fuckin’ guy. Grow a pair. I can’t feel anything.

“He looks awake. Hey, you there?” I hear my friend say. He’s snapping his fingers in my face.

“Stop that. Oh god. What happened?” I ask, finding myself on a couch.

“You passed out, man,” my friend says. “It’s like 3 in the morning. Let’s get outta here.”

I look around, trying to remember what I was doing before I passed out. I hear my friend getting 

his shoes on. “Wait,” I say. “Where’s Kevin?”

“He left like an hour or two ago,” my friend says.

“Fuck. I wanna kick his ass.”

53



“Maybe next time. And his name wasn’t Kevin.”

His name wasn’t Kevin. I start laughing. I can’t stop laughing. I’ll fuckin’ … I’d fuckin’ … hah. 
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A Modest Suggestion1

Essay on giving to the Rich, and getting rid of the Poor

To the audiences of the esteemed Utopia Parkway literary journal, the pressing crisis of 

our time has conferred upon me the task of bringing to your attention the unrelenting 

malevolence of our American peasantry, as it attempts to put, by way of Congress, measures to 

enslave the superior intellect of our American aristocracy through means of capital appropriation.

This most unholy of wars can only be the product of a class crusade gone on too long, and too 

far. However, rest assuredly, for in Congress there exists the most reputable of heroes, owing 

their allegiance to the upper-class, they have gone on to squander every ill-fated and ill-

conceived attempt by the proletariats to oppose the natural order of human relations in societies 

hitherto and beyond. It must therefore be said that: it has long been believed that society of 

mankind in union can achieve a paradise on earth. However long this maxim has been believed, 

it can now be held certain that it is in fact not true. As our union erodes from the inside, my 

colleagues and I have come to grips with the necessity for immediate and revolutionary action. 

To answer such a call, here, reprinted in unexaggerated honesty, are my suggestions for the 

immediate removal of the poor from overbearing upon the minds of our nation’s great. The 

suggestions found here, barring an intervention from the United Nations, that motley crew of 

unjust dictators, should not be found impossible, nor hopefully, disagreeable. 

First, we must abolish their money. Provide for the poor their basic means of sustenance. 

Make sure their portions are lofty and generous enough to avoid public square squabbles; no 

good has ever come out of a country that maintains public square squabbles. They will find, as 

1 After Jonathon Swift’s A Modest Proposal
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we already know, that they have no use for money anyway. Furthermore, I have observed a 

number of travesties during my time spent amongst them. To know the things that occur to those 

bills before they reach nobler hands makes one as sick as sin! Bills get rolled up like towels; the 

congratulatory yield of a day’s work is often accompanied by a thorough swipe of their grimy 

foreheads. They frequently exchange bills for food and find no time to wash their hands right 

before they eat. They carpool everywhere they travel, and selfishly nickel and dime the gas 

stations for every last drop. They demand that their services be improved every time, yet never 

tip those who render those services to them, namely, the timid gas companies! Their tips, if they 

ever yield any, leave their acceptor hungry and starved for incentive. Those who fill up from the 

donations of the poor are the poor themselves. Karma, fortunately, sees to it that their portions 

are as skim as their generosity. 

Second, we must allow the election of a “representative” of the people. Do this often 

enough. Celebrate it as part of their opportunity to “self-govern.” Call them “Governors” and 

“Senators.” To maintain the strength of the ruse, confer onto them significant political powers. 

There will be no need for concern; logic informs us that an adopted “son” would rather choose 

the warmth beneath the wing of its generous adoptive parents, than dare to rise up against it. In 

addition, we must have these “elected officials” handle the distribution of foods and necessities 

based on their regional familiarity. No one should be caught dead handling the food of the poor 

but the poor themselves, its very surface is volatile to human hands! They consist of a vile 

chemical substance perfectly suited for their hard-lined stomachs. Do not fret over criticisms 

concerning our nation’s methods of food production. I have, on the authority of a scientist, 

learned that their stomachs are naturally predisposed as such. No later than when they reach for 

air do they reach for a nicely packaged cheeseburger. 
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Thirdly, we must give them schools. Teach them the basics of polity and civil unions, the 

very safeguards against anarchy! No threat to the established order will come because of it. Let 

them read as they please. I suspect we will find the libraries empty either way, except for a 

librarian or two, putting away titles such as, “Little Bill and the Horse Shoe.” You teach a noble 

to fish, and he’ll buy you the sea! Never should we have to worry about this clever enterprise 

from the poor. 

Finally, I recommend our upper-class to lease a vacation home. The practice of noble 

virtue is no task for ordinary men, how extra-ordinary our upper-class must be! To sweat and 

labor over the lives of the undeserving poor, alas, a burden not their own, but of the 

circumstantial nature of their gracious birth. Therefore, I recommend that they take to the islands,

coveted arks of divine grace, and to take to them as often as they’d like. I ask of them, prove to 

the world that nothing is beyond the reach of your monopoly of funds! Use them to build your 

homes, literally, build them out of money, faith will hold them together like stone. Meanwhile, 

leave the poor devoid of the company of virtuous men, and without money, an island damn near 

devoid of paradise. 

Passionately Signed,

Diego Velasco
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Great Barrier Reef Beauty by Leah Goodman
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To the Teumessian Fox
Salvatore Pisciotta

Little lisenok,

what do you see above those

orbitals that I do not?

I that always catches prey,

you that always gets away.

Dizzying dialectics 

soaring skyward like steeples,

we pick the wisdom from our

teeth to see if it holds true.

Projecting your shadows amongst

the bulwark of your being,

you must blink against bright light.

But when both are immovable 

and unstoppable in their ways,

we become distant static stars.
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Raymen’s Lake
Sarah Klarman

In Bethel the water sources have spirits or so the village elders say. You drink of the river 
but never the lakes, never the ponds, not even the puddles gathering under the eaves. “Still 
waters mean the spirit is home, never go to the lake alone.” It was a mantra told to the children 
of the little village below Raymen’s cave. It was good advice, he knew. He knew, so he reminded
Shessa of that whenever the little girl came up to play.  

The reminder was important because his tiny cave housed an even tinier lake, though the 
depth was great. More significantly the water there was seldom anything other than still; 
something Shessa had initially found unnerving. She had nearly bolted from the cave before she 
saw him sitting there. Now as they picked up jacks along the stony shore she confessed she 
found their possible company comforting. It was a childish notion but they were children. 
Besides she insisted that the spirit liked her and he found that he agreed. She was sure because 
when they dabbled their feet together in the bluish blackness her skin almost seemed to glow and
what should have been cold water was warm against her ankles. He knew she must be right, the 
water always felt cold to him.

The two always met under the same overhang along the lakeside, though he was often 
there long after she was. Raymen did not want her to worry and never told her he lived not too 
far from where the rock jutted out over the water. Shessa would have insisted he come to live 
with her but he had never been comfortable with her place in the village himself. Bethel’s 
criminal activity was known on either side of the mountain in which his cave resided. Still she 
never failed to meet him every three days just after noon and he never failed to send her home 
before the night began. The robbers were in the wood by then and their hunters would be too.

Raymen always brought something to do and she thought his parents gave him the best 
toys, just like these golden jacks. He laughed when she stuck her thumb on one and whined 
about having spoken too soon about their quality. He never told her he had merely collected them
as gifts and never mentioned his parents would not bother with such material things if he had 
lived with them at all. She was his only friend, really, though he would never admit it. Shessa 
would have brought those ridiculous bullies with her to play; the same ones that had chased her 
up to his hollowed home the first time. He remembered clearly their seedy faces as they drew 
back from the water when they entered the cave. He was surprised only one of them seemed to 
be familiar with the myths related to this particular lake. He had told Shessa the history of its 
creation. She had been all smiles and girlish delight when he explained the lake’s spirit was the 
result of love.  

It was said in Bethel, if she had listened before, that one young woman came across an 
injured man at the shore of Breg’s Lake. Now Breg’s Lake had been notorious for disappearances
until then but rather than ignore the man’s pleas for help she had braved the water’s spirit to 
rescue him. Of course the man himself had been the spirit, which was how all these stories went. 
The spirit’s intention had been to lure robbers that would take advantage of his condition. It was 
true that spirits often liked to target the foolhardy but they much preferred to carry out final 
judgment on the wicked. Most supposed it made them feel just in their violence. Shessa had 
leaned in with eyes wide like saucers and full of suspense at this point, so gullible he could have 
told her anything but the truth. Raymen explained that the spirit promised the woman he meant 
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her no harm because she had been selfless. The spirit offered her gold in return for her help 
instead of the death he assumed she had expected. He had been enamored when the woman had 
laughed and told him that she knew exactly who Breg was even before she had helped him. She 
swore she wanted no gold, much to the spirit’s surprise. The spirits did not like to owe favors but
the only one she would take was his love. Later when she was with child, she had found herself 
sent out from the village by the fearful townspeople. Inside this cave she had wept until the pool 
was full, her child becoming whatever spirit might now live within it.

Shessa had insisted then that the spirit must have been a child too and it was no wonder 
why it seemed to tolerate them. She had even thrown a few letters in the water once or twice, 
weighted by stones in pretty shapes. “Little notes to their host”, she would call them.  Shessa had
come to visit the cave more often after that and Raymen had sometimes found it difficult to 
explain why he was frequently there himself but she had since stopped questioning him on this 
years ago.

 However, there was something different about this night that roused him from his usually
deathlike slumber, long after he had sent her home. The stench of smoke pervading the air drew 
him to his glassless window, a large crack in the cave’s wall. He sat there watching figures 
running toward him from the less than sleepy town below. The fires of the hearths in the village 
seemed to be licking at the very roofs of the homes and smoke billowed out from windows. 
Raymen thought they must have been opened, or shattered, much to his growing horror. He could
hear men shouting and as it became fainter down below it became louder near the entrance of the
cave. 

“Find her.” 
“Don’t let her get away. Get that damned necklace.”
“Did you take care of her old man?”
 “He wasn’t home.”  The rest of their words were lost on Raymen through the stone. He 

watched from the fissure in the wall high above the water as Shessa ducked into the cave. Her 
face was red and wet with tears as she passed through the moonlight that poured down from 
ledge on which he sat shrouded.  Raymen could make out three men quickly racing after the 
whirl of ribbons and petticoats that dashed around tripping through the cavern. There should not 
have been so many men in the village tonight. Most should have been on a hunt. Most would 
have been on a hunt. He felt a shiver down his spine as the swearing drew still nearer to him.

Shessa was all sobs as she dashed below the shadowed ledge, skirting around the water 
and through another crack in the wall; one he had shown her years earlier. The crack let out into 
small room where they had often hid from the bullies before. She was trying to hide now, he 
reasoned. He had promised she would be safe there from the idiotic boys that pulled her pigtails 
and “anything else.” Raymen remembered adding the last part with all the false bravado of his 
own youth. He had been right. None of them had dared to go near the lake before now. Raymen 
did not even have to be from Bethel to recognize some of the young men that stumbled in as 
Shessa’s childhood tormentors. They had been adolescents then but they were men now, all 
hesitancy and fear of the water overrun by greed. 

He vainly noted the brief widening of their eyes when he quietly jumped down in front of
them. They had been frightened briefly before recognizing him from their last trip to the cave. 
Five years ago they had fled in horror of the water still behind him but tonight they seemed 
barely more than annoyed at his or the water’s presence. Raymen felt his own trepidation grow 
as they resumed their shouting. They barely seemed to see him. That was not the effect he had 
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hoped his presence would have on them. They had frightened Shessa and he had wanted them to 
run, cease their swearing and leave. 

 Their leader, Thomb, turned red in the face when Raymen pressed a finger to his lips in 
panicked frustration, as if to silence the slew of profanities they had been screeching into the 
blackness beyond which the young girl had disappeared. The men straightened at the insult, 
towering over the boy. He backed up and swallowed thickly as they laughed. When they were 
young, and merely there to tease it had been effective intimidation but now Raymen knew they 
wanted more than to pull Shessa’s hair.  

“It’s just the little urchin she hangs out with, boss. The one that gave her the necklace.” 
The right hand goon said almost amused at their fleeting fear of the boy and his puddle.

“I always knew you lived here, you little freak. Where are you hiding the girl?” The 
leader asked impatiently drawing nearer to the water by which Raymen stood. He was looking 
around but the darkness seemed too great for him to make out much of anything. Raymen felt 
relieved to have their attention, at least for now. He had more to offer than Shessa anyway,

“You aren’t welcome here.” Raymen stated petulantly. He crossed his arms over his 
puffed out chest trying to block their sight of the narrow pass behind him. He was right, by all 
accounts. He and Shessa, plus half of Bethel, disliked the oafish Thomb and his gang of goons. 
They were not welcome anywhere that he knew. Raymen musings were cut off and he yelped 
when the lug grabbed the collar of his worn out jacket pulling him up face to face revealing. 
Thomb’s signature rows of missing teeth replaced with gold and silver glinted in the moonlight 
as he sneered.

“Yeah well, never bothered me before. ‘Sides, seeing as it’s your fault she won’t give up 
the damn necklace -some kinda  “special gift” from you, you little wretch- why don’t we just see 
what we can get out of you?” He gave Raymen a disgusted once over. “I don’t know where you 
nicked something like that though.” The man scoffed. Raymen knew everything he owned was 
down below. A thought came over him, sudden and perhaps cruel, as he gripped the man’s wrist 
to alleviate the strain on his shirt. It was his fault; he would have to take responsibility.

“Alright,” he responded shakily. The goons snickered about their easy mark. “You’re 
looking for silver? I can give you that.” He said thinking of the silver chain he had given his 
friend, the one that had made them chase her from the village. “Look.” He directed the three as 
they crowded him. Tilting his head to the water at his left he smiled at the likeness of his feet 
dangling in its reflection. The gang seemed exultant at the sight of shining metal in the depths. 
Raymen frowned at their distraction. That had not been that they were meant to see. If they were 
this foolish he thought he no longer wanted them to run. 

“How far down is that?” One of them asked disturbing the water with his quick wading. 
The question was more to himself than Raymen who choked slightly at the undiminished 
pressure around his neck. Raymen glared at the leader’s offending appendage hearing a slight 
tear in the collar of his shirt. The other two crooks seemed to be gaging what they would need to 
retrieve the precious metal, though one skirted the lake a little tentatively before splashing in 
after the first. Neither of them was more than knee deep as they nervously realized they would 
need to get their heads wet. 

“The center looks pretty deep, eh? You put all that down there, kid?” He said taking 
Raymen’s faint shake as a yes. “You can swim then, I take it, so you’ll get it up for us.” The 
skinny one who had hopped in first suggested this while smiling at the shimmering treasure. 
“Look at all this, boss. I had no idea all this was here…” He finished gesturing vaguely to 
something Raymen could not quite make out.
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The leader did not seem to be able to make it out either since he dragged Raymen over 
the ledge with him. The moment Raymen’s feet slid into the disturbed water the rippling ceased. 
The thieves stopped shuffling around the moment the water stilled. They did not look at Raymen 
though for they seemed to finally see more than they expected in the reflections between them. 
Their faces curled in abject horror as Thomb tossed the boy out of his hand at the vision like a 
sacrificial lamb. Raymen landed on his feet in the shallows and they trampled back to the water’s
edge. They did not seeing Raymen’s uneasy frown. 

“What?” One of them gulped at the eerily calm surface around their shifting feet. “I don’t
underst- what was th-?” he was cut off by the boy.

“Still waters.”  Raymen suggested taking in the pallor of their faces with growing 
apprehension. He had meant to scare them, as always, but he no longer wanted them to run. 

“This isn’t funny kid, get out of the water. guys! I saw somethin’-…” The lug who had 
yet to speak started but stopped at a murmured demand for silence. The sibilant sounds coming 
off in an inhuman hiss in the darkness. The three crooks jumped with some difficulty out the 
water. They each attempted to speak at once but seemed to find themselves without air as they 
stumbled, their sodden clothes weighing heavily as they slipped up and down the bank. They 
looked from the water to Raymen with recognition flashing across their eyes, lids widening and 
eyes rolling as they choked in response to their realization. Raymen watched with a stirring sense
of satisfaction as they gurgled even on the land.  If only they had just been there for the bauble.

They would not see it but he would give them silver, just like they wanted. 
When he retrieved Shessa and her red rimmed eyes from the hollow he led her quickly by

the pool of water. He told her she should get home quickly because he had heard her father call 
for her when he had made his way to the cave. In truth he had only seen the man returning from 
the hunt up on his ledge. She clung to him sniffling into his shirt and whined about how she 
wished he had been there in the night. She had been scared when the robbers torched several 
homes. He was glad she had not seen him and he nearly shoved her past the lake when she 
stalled further to wipe her nose. He still feared what she might see there.  Instead Shessa smiled 
sadly at their hazy image on the water’s surface, oblivious to the reflection that had brought the 
robbers to their knees. 

She left unaware of the sightless eyes and swaying hands that reached out to them from 
the depths, silver shackles on their feet.   
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The Butterfly

Michael Strianese

We met by coincidence

on cobbled stones

at sunfall.

You up-legged dying and

I put you on

the back of my hand,

straight as a stretcher.

I traced the sea’s curls

in your patterns,

steady and cool

and you hanged 

from me as fruit on a branch,

or a body.

The wind fluttered your wings

like sails on a wrecked ship;

dead when they took on water,

leaving snared a shell

hollow, lifeless—

simply matter.

It was a while

67



until your leg moved

and I crushed you to the ground

and buried you in dirt.

Alexander Radison

I remember nothing

of the week after 80 pills
swam down my esophagus 
like a school of toxic fish 
swallowed by a whale.

No.
That’s not entirely true.
Images, now and then. Slivers of memories, quick 
like the gleam of a knife. 

Flashes of faces unfamiliar,
and of closed curtains, and of the rhythmic 
beep 
of heart rate monitors.

My father’s hand, hard and callused,
gripping mine.  His eyes 
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tensed, but uncrying, even as

liquid charcoal 
chased the pills into the pit 
of my stomach.

I wish I could say the charcoal burned like black 
acid or that it tasted like wet ash and 
death, 
or something dramatic like that,

but it didn't. 

It had no taste at all.
I found that odd, but didn't question it
at the time.
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Contemplation by Anon Cadieux
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The Speck on the Finch
Chris Eder

In my short life I have learned a lot. I know about albatrosses and sea lions; iguanas and 
hawks. As I sit here, however, it all seems very trivial.

Two years ago, I sat atop a tall skinny tree pecking at some soft bark and heard a thump. I
consider myself the curious sort, so I investigated. A tortoise was lying on its shell. It was not 
attempting to flip right-side up.

“Oh dear,” I said. I landed on the tortoise’s stomach, so that we faced each other. “What 
happened here, big fellow?”

“Is that a finch?” he said. “I find you lot of great interest. Is that a black speck on your 
beak? Dear child, I am sorry.”

“Let’s get you flipped over and on your way,” I said. His eyes were scrutinizing when we 
first met, as they remained for each visit thereafter.

He chuckled. “What is your name, child?”
“Quasipottle,” I said.
He nodded. “I am prK’Pwp. Quasipottle, I have lived a very long time. I have met many 

finches in my life. None have been capable of flipping a tortoise.”
“Then let me return to my nest and bring others to help,” I said.
“If you want to help, stay with me for a little while. I am old and it has been too long 

since I have spoken with a young finch. Perhaps I can teach you a few things.”
I did not understand why he wished to remain on his back, but I stayed with him 

nonetheless. Hours passed under the dizzying canopy. prK’Pwp’s voice was low and soothing. 
He spoke so eloquently about a range of topics, including the mating habits of iguanas. His 
descriptions included words like “copulation” and “propagation.” I did not interrupt during those 
early days, as I found his knowledge intimidating. I merely sat there, perched atop his stomach, 
soaking in his many teachings.

When I returned to my nest that evening, I was excited to share what I had learned. Most 
were sleeping with their families, but I knew one who would be awake. Qassima was as beautiful
then as she is now. In her golden feathers she would hover near her friends’ nests, and discuss the
happenings of the island. Had the albatrosses returned yet? Have the iguanas begun mating? 
Today I was ready to partake. When I found her she paid little attention to me as usual. However,
when I shared prK’Pwp’s teachings, her eyes never left my beak.

That is how my friendship with prK’Pwp began. I would fly over every morning to 
prK’Pwp’s upside-down body with a little food and water—whatever I could carry. Each night I 
returned to my nest with new facts to share with Qassima.

He possessed a seemingly infinite collection of knowledge. As I perched on his stomach 
listening, he would proudly share this collection with me. After a few months it became clear that
these teachings were prK’Pwp’s life’s work.

With each passing day Qassima became more fond of me, and me her. His teachings had 
helped so much; I decided to seek prK’Pwp for romantic advice. I was sure a tortoise with his 
experience could help guide me to Qassima’s heart.

“prK’Pwp,” I said, “There is a girl—Qassima—and I think she may fancy me. I fancy 
her. She is beautiful and inquisitive. I know you would approve. Yet, I do not know how to 
approach her. I would like to mate with her, but I am not sure how to initiate. I need guidance.”
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“Quasipottle, abandon these trivialities immediately,” he said. His black eyes glared. “I 
have taught you very much. One day, when I have passed on, you will share these teachings with
many creatures on this island. Love will only distract you. Cherish what I have given to you. I 
beg of you.”

I took a moment and acquiesced. I did not want to upset prK’Pwp. If he did not want me 
pursuing Qassima, then I would not mention my love for her anymore. I continued to share his 
teachings with her each night, and our love grew.

Rarely did prK’Pwp have a question for me. He knew much regarding all important 
matters. He knew the migration patterns of the birds on the island, the swimming skills of the 
amphibians, and the multiplicity of foraging techniques each creature employed. However, one 
day, prK’Pwp did ask me something.

“That speck on your beak,” he said sadly, “Do you know what that is?”
“Yes. I’m afraid I do.”
I was born with this speck. As I learned from my mother’s experience with a similar 

speck, it signifies a disease. One day the speck will spread, and once the whole beak is blotched, 
the finch dies.

“It has grown since we met,” he said.
“I know.”
We sat in silence that day. Hours passed as I perched on his stomach. I was not expecting 

a lesson. I simply enjoyed his company. When I returned to the nest that night, I embraced 
Qassima. That was the first night we slept together. We had officially begun our mating process, 
and I was happily a father-to-be.

I made my routine visit to prK’Pwp the next morning to share with him my good news.
“I have a baby on the way,” I exclaimed. I can still feel the joyous tears roll down my 

black-and-gold beak. “Qassima and I are starting a family.”
prK’Pwp sighed. He kept his eyes averted as he spoke. “Quasipottle, I warned you 

against this.”
“I know but you are my dearest friend and I thought—”
“I thought you would value my advice.”
“I do, but the speck keeps spreading and—”
“You will die soon. Which is why I shared with you my knowledge.”
“And I thank you for that. You helped me win Qassima’s heart.”
He rested his head and shut his eyes. He said, “I think you should leave, Quasipottle. You 

have a family to take care of now.”
I perched on his stomach for a while longer, but he was determined. The blackness on my

beak was growing. What life I had left I was resolved to spend with Qassima. It saddened me, 
but I had to leave prK’Pwp there—lying upside-down in the verdurous glade.

Months passed. Qassima gave birth to twins. No longer did I have time to visit prK’Pwp. 
My days were spent fetching food, playing with the children, and loving Qassima. I had intended
to visit my friend, but my home life occupied most hours.

So quickly that time passed. The twins had already left the nest, and began building their 
own. Too nostalgic to remain, Qassima and I searched for a new place to settle in my old age. 
Many branches were occupied by young families, and some by young lovers.

After a great while scavenging, I stumbled upon the dell where prK’Pwp and I spent so 
many hours residing. His shell was still lying in the same position I had last seen it. However, 
prK’Pwp was nowhere in sight. Time had passed faster than I realized. prK’Pwp was dead.
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I perched atop the upside-down shell, as I had so many times before. Yet, this time—
being unoccupied—it flipped over. It merely required a light tap. After a few teary moments, I 
chirped to Qassima. We entered the shell and began building our new home.

Sometimes I still hear the echoes of prK’Pwp’s deep voice in the cavernous shell. 
Although I miss him dearly, I dispel many of his teachings. Each passing day the blackness on 
my beak takes up a little more space. The only brightness left for me is Qassima.
Tree Houses
Emily Lowenthal

While stumbling through the Har Nof forest 
in the beginning 
of the middle
of the night
we found an old tree house;
its wood was warped, 
twisted by the sun and by the rain,
but mostly by the play
of the local children.

Up towards the house we climbed,
ignoring the splinters on the planks
that dug their way into my palms, and under his nails.
Hand over hand we continued
picking our way in the wan light
to leave the world of discarded pine needles 
and foot-paths, 
to leave the world that grounded us 
and enter the domain of the birds and the leaves.

Finally he collapsed onto the platform
and I went right beside him,
our breath coming in heaving gasps
while the tree swayed gently beneath our weight;
together we savored the cool night air that chilled the sweat on our cheeks.

Under the lilac canopy that surrounded us
he whispered “Look up”
and so I did 
turning around to lie on my back 
and stare at the sky
dusted softly with stars.
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Melissa Rauch
The Sea Beneath My Sofa
Tracy Eng

An expanse of dust, clumped in riptides and whirlpools,

blanketing hardwood of mahogany sand,

   embedded with murky fissures of design,

a few long, detached black strands flourish,

   curled from the current, 

corals of popcorn strewn across,

   rippled, porous, one with the woodwork,

an eight-armed creature resides, skitters by,

    towards its foamy web, 

drowned paper birds fly beneath the surface,

   a colorful string of aquamarine, salty white, kelp green,

the blue pen whale drifts silently,

   so dry within it sprays naught, 

a sunken sock, one cent copper shark,

   two silver eels of electrolyte, all suspended beneath,

nomadic driftwood notes doing laps,

   against waves that lick their forgotten words,

a marina of scattered memories, smooth sailing slumbers, 

   starry night films, squallish mornings,

invited sailors, repeated visitors, and,

   those left in the past as cells in the swells of dust.
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Going Home
Raymond Schmitz

I looked at my mother, tired of the conversation. “I know what you’re saying,” I told her, “but I 

just don’t agree. Let’s just drop it. Agree to disagree, you know.”

I could see the frustration in her face; the skin around her eyes crinkled and tight, her 

pallor flushed. She couldn’t let it go. 

“No,” she said, her voice rising, “you obviously do—not—understand, otherwise you 

would agree with me.”

In that moment I knew it was beyond pointless. It saddened me. Not only could she not 

handle that I disagreed, but she apparently was not going to accept that neither of us was going to

change the other’s mind. My eyes flitted over to my father who sat at the table staring at his 

hands. He wouldn’t look at me. I think he had long ago given up fighting against this current, 

and I felt sorry for him. I pitied him, actually, which I hated. No man wants to be pitied. 

I returned my gaze to my mother who stood between the refrigerator and the kitchen 

pantry, still waiting for a response. I realized that I loved my mother, but I didn’t like her. That’s 

a hard moment of clarity; a crushing truth.  Another piece of me died in that moment. I didn’t 

think I had too much more to spare and worried because I was so young. What else did life have 

to throw my way, and how was I going to face it? How much could I give, for Christ’s sake? I 

ran my hand through my hair and closed my eyes. This is what I came home for? I think I would 

have rather stayed in Iraq.

“I think I’m going to go.” I said softly.

“What did you say?”
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I opened my eyes and looked at her. She stood as tall as her tiny frame allowed; her 

shoulders narrow but thrown back, her chest heaving. Even in middle age my mother was not 

typically an unattractive woman, but standing there under the harsh kitchen light, anger 

contorting her face, her wrinkles seemed to become furrows ploughed across her face, and 

shadows engulfed her eyes so that it appeared she looked at me from the pits of her skull. I was 

reminded of instances from my childhood when she’d lose her temper and the belt would make 

an appearance. Yet, I couldn’t remember her ever looking so haggard. 

I felt exhausted, like I had so many times over there, like I was again running on an hour 

of sleep and a pittance of food—drained and empty. I could have lay down on the linoleum and 

slept right there. I forced the words out, speaking louder. 

“I said, I think I should go. I’ll stay at David’s house for the rest of my leave, and he can 

take me to the airport on Sunday.”

My dad’s head snapped up. He looked like he was crying, just minus the tears. “Now 

son,” he started. 

“You can’t win,” my mother spoke over him, her voice high and shrill. The look of detest 

she wore was brutal, and just for me. “So you’re just going to leave? You whimp. You coward!”

I flinched at that last word. Maybe I was a coward. I had been afraid often enough in Iraq.

I’d forced myself to perform and do what I had to do, but all the time I was scared shitless. So, 

yes, maybe I was a coward, but what did she know about it? She’d never even left the state, not 

even for my boot-camp graduation. 

I foolishly tried to explain. “It’s not about winning, Mom. We are not going to agree and 

you won’t let it go. I just got home and I don’t want to waste—”
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“Waste!? What—you don’t want to waste your time with me?” She took a threatening 

step toward me and I wished she hadn’t. “You ungrateful bastard!”

She was shouting now and my heart was pounding. When she grabbed my arm I reacted. 

I did not think.  I couldn’t have stopped myself if I had wanted to. My brain barely had time to 

recognize that it was my mother who had just slammed into the counter and was now sitting, legs

sprawled, on the floor. The arm I had shoved her with was still extended but I didn’t have time to

feel ashamed. That would come later. And yet another piece of me would die.

My father rose from his chair, naturally shocked at my reaction. “Jonathan!” he shouted. 

But when I turned toward him, ready to defend myself he must have seen something in my eyes, 

something that told him I did not see my father in that moment, but a threat. And neither did he 

see the son he knew. I was someone else. I was the man who had returned from war capable of 

great violence. My father froze. His look of fear haunts me far worse than the image of my 

mother on the floor. 

I could feel it settling upon me, that awareness that you have reacted too harshly and 

should be ashamed. I neutralized it. Another gift freely given me by war. I had become good at 

neutralizing my emotions, and I could not allow myself to feel these emotions; not here, not now.

I built up my rage, fed it but didn’t let it take control. I’d gone this far, I might as well finish it. I 

took a step towards my mother and held up my finger as she had done so often while scolding 

me. She stared back at me, open mouthed and wide eyed, silent for maybe the first time in her 

life. 

“Don’t you ever put your hands on me,” I said quietly. “I’m not five anymore.”
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I needed to get out of there. My emotions, despite my best efforts, were about to explode 

from my body like bullets. My father was still standing there, silent and afraid. He’d never 

seemed so frail. “I’m sorry, Dad. I’m so sorry,” I said and then ran from the house, crying.

All I thought about in Iraq was going home. How I would laugh and smile and all the 

pain would be behind me. But when I returned it was no longer my home. I was different and 

therefore so were they. My family had become strangers. No, it was me, I was the stranger, but it 

can’t be reversed any more than a tear can be unshed. As I ran from that house and my family I 

could hear the Bon Jovi song playing in my head: “Who says you can’t go home?”

What the fuck did he know about it?
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Felicity by Sazia Afrin

One Island by Sazia Afrin
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Noir Nights
Alexander Radison

Scraps of newspaper blow around us
in the wet wind –
murders, scandals, and rapes
set in bold letters with exclamations
headlining each yellowed page.
I slide my hand up her thigh
and she moans, she moans
and tells me don’t stop, 
tells me she wants me –
and for a moment I look past the torn fishnet,
past the makeup smudged over her face 
like inkblots, 
and let myself believe it.
When we’re done I throw her a fifty and she’s gone –
studded heels clacking and echoing 
across the cracked cement.
And when I step back into the glow
of street lights, into a crowd 
of hunched shoulders hiding eyes thick with secrets,
I know that we couldn’t be saved –
even if we wanted to be.

83



84



Utopia Parkway
Spring 2014

85


