




H O T H O U S E





S P R I N G  2 0 1 4



Copyright © 2014 by The Undergraduate English Department at 
The University of Texas at Austin. All Rights Reserved.

Printed in the United States of America

For more information about Hothouse, visit
uthothouse.tumblr.com

www.facebook.com/HothouseLiteraryJournal
or e-mail us at uthothouse.editor@gmail.com

Hothouse was printed by Ginny’s Printing 
in Austin, Texas.



Dedicated to the writers
who make their home in Parlin Hall





STAFF

S P R I N G  2 0 1 4

EDITOR-IN-CHIEF
Melissa Ragsdale

MANAGING EDITOR
Lindsay Oncken

POETRY EDITOR
Sarah Lusher

POETRY READERS
Caitlyn Du Bose
Max Friedman

Matthew Garner
Emily Harris
Phillip Kieval
Marco Lopez

Nicole Oglesby
Cassandra Shulter

Mary Cate Stevenson

MARKETING CHAIR
Bhabika Joshi

MARKETING
Katarina Brown

Katherine Delfold
Natalie Gonzalez

Loan Tran

NONFICTION EDITOR
Omar Gamboa

NONFICTION READERS
Susan Czaikowski

Pooja Desai
Lee Henry

Chloe Morris
Sarah Smith

Simone Warner
Tyler Wills

COVER DESIGN
Eun Soo Seo

LOGO DESIGN
Kayla Moses

FICTION EDITOR
Alexandra Bass

FICTION READERS
Cole Bubenik
Cara Butler
Tauri Cox

Sara Cutaia
Elizabeth DuBois
Michael Esparza

Kathleen Hollister
Sagaree Jain
Jeremy Klein

So Young Koo
Kendall Newton
Alyssa O’Connell
Christine Scott



Editor’s Note  .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    . 11

POETRY

april seventeenth –  Katherine Massey   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 14

Arroz con Leche – Clarissa Riojas.   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 16

Cigarettes and Cheap Death – Kelsey Amundsen  .    .    .    .    .    .    .    . 18

Coffee Chats – Bhabika Joshi  .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    . 20

Four Hundred Twenty-Five Degrees – Jane Robbins Mize  .   .   .   .   . 22

Gifted & Talented – Schandra Abigail Madha  .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    . 23

Interview in a Nursing Home – Jane Robbins Mize  .   .   .   .   .   .   . 27

Mariposas on the Border – Clarissa Riojas  .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 28

Prayer in the Piny Woods –  Aza Pace   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 30

Purple Plastic Cup – Max Friedman .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    . 32

Saltwater – Kelsey Amundsen .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    . 34

secondhand – Katherine Massey  .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 36

Someday – Aza Pace .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 38

The Boy Was a White Dwarf Star – Kelsey Amundsen   .   .   .   .   .   . 39

The Wasp – Schandra Abigail Madha    .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 41

TABLE OF CONTENTS



Triple Take – Aza Pace  .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 43

What My Mind Tells Me – Schandra Abigail Madha .    .    .    .    .    .    . 45

FICTION

In the Twilight of the Dying Age – Cole Bubenik .    .    .    .    .    .    .    . 48

The Last Call – Thomas Hunter Galbraith  .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    . 57

The Longest Straw – Schandra Abigail Madha .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    . 67

The Nature of Cannibalism – Tyler Kerrick .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 70

Pitter-Patter – Schandra Abigail Madha .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    . 79

Two Boats – Rachael Madison.   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 81

NONFICTION

Abuela – Katherine Massey    .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 92

Through Time – Pooja Desai  .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 97

Sita – Pooja Desai   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  100

Crescendo – Kathleen Woodruff  .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .   104

The Process – Elizabeth Sullivan  .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   110

Author Bios  .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   117

Special Thanks   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  120





11

If you’ve ever been to the Grand Canyon, you may know what being an Eng-
lish major feels like. In the study of literature, you stand at the edge of an 
infinite, unfathamobale body of work. It is exhilirating, and it is terrifying. 
On a daily basis, you are reminded that even the greats—from Shakespeare to 
David Foster Wallace—are just a fraction of what human-kind has produced. 

And the spectacular thing is that we keep writing. We run and jump straight 
into the gorge, shouting like The Sundance Kid, knowing full well we may 
drown. This, for me, is why creativity will never become replaced by a robot or 
fizzle from the world—because writing takes ahold of you this way. It electri-
fies your body until it isn’t a question whether or not you will take the leap. 

In my time as an English major at The University of Texas, I have come to 
know a community of writers and readers that are unmatched in their kind-
ness, support, and imagination. You will find them here, in Hothouse, waiting 
for you with poems, stories, and essays. They are ready to take you with them 
to their own ledges of the canyon. 

— Melissa Ragsdale, Editor-in-Chief

EDITOR’S NOTE





POETRY



APRIL  SEVENTEENTH

Katherine Masse y

i do not equate your ashes 
with calloused hands or 
 
tortilla fingertips;  
you, a life unfulfilled. 
 
it was only after the rattle 
that my mother told me 
 
you wanted to be 
a writer too. 
 
i could never hear it but maybe 
that’s what you were trying to tell me 

within each shakespearean 
sonnet of blessing. 
 
abuela,  
dime: 
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would you be so kind  
as to let me reassemble you from the grey 
 
femur and rib  
dust interspersed  
 
with flecks 
of heart?
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ARROZ CON LECHE

CL ARISSA RIOJAS

“Te vas a casar con un Mexicano, Clarissa.”
This is Abuela. She is on her tiptoes, 
reaching for Abuelo’s bowl inside of the
cupboard. Apron the color of melones, 
curlers the size of limones. “Vas a ver, 
Chiquita Linda. No te crees tan presumida.”  
My face grows hot and I set my bowl of 
rice pudding on the table. Staring into
clumps of white rice and sweet milk, 
I see the past fifty years of Abuela’s life. 

Abuelo sitting on a recliner in a dusty
living room. Abuela sitting at the dining
table, comadriando over café and with Tia Lola.  
“¡Cállate ya, mujer! Estoy viendo las noticias.”
Abuelo who demands salt and lemon for
the Miller Lite in the Time Warner sleeve.
Abuelo who strapped Mami to a chair
when she refused to eat her nopalitos,
because she said they tasted like feet.
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And Abuela who loves him so much, 
that she serves herself last just to eat alone.
    

Phrases and translations 

Abuelo/Abuela: Grandfather/ Grandmother
Te vas a casar con un Mexicano: You are going to marry a Mexican.
Vas a ver: You will see
No te crees tan presumida: Don’t think so highly of yourself. 
Callate ya mujer. Estoy viendo las noticias: Shut your mouth, Woman. I’m 
watching the news. 
Comadriando: talking with a close friend
Pan dulce: sweet bread
Nopalitos: Cactus dish
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CIGARETTES AND CHEAP DEATH

KELSEY AMUNDSEN

I forgot how much I hate the smell of cigarette smoke
As it lingers in the air, on your clothes, on your breath
In my mind, and I ache to rid myself of the thought of it
It reminds me of the part of my childhood that I didn’t like
The smoke would cling to the unkempt corners in our house,
Coating our floral wallpaper with ashes to relieve the stress
And vaguely I remember it hanging in the air as I played outside
But I told you I didn’t mind
As I massaged my forehead to soothe the pain of my headache
And you never asked me what was the matter, because you didn’t mind it 
 either
You were never very observant
My mother used to smoke on the patio in our backyard and watch me do 
 cartwheels
I threw her box of cigarettes away one time because I was always afraid
She was going to die after they told us in school, “smoking kills a life”
After that it always smelt like death
And I couldn’t forget that something was wrong with the world
Because ash trays were on every coffee table I ever saw
An invitation to rotten things, cigarettes and cheap death
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And the smell never leaves you, once you know it
It stays on clothes and in your hair and it only grows with time
I only forgot it because it began to blend in with
Everything else
And the floor was covered in cigarette butts for so long
I forgot that they were even there at all
Until you asked me if I wanted one
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COFFEE CHATS

BHABIKA JOSHI

Make me coffee 
Two sugars, two creams 
Pick a barstool 
Sturdy like your library books, 
Soft like your holiday sweaters 
Let me unravel my life 
Give me silence, raw and bare 
And from the beginning, 
I’ll tell you everything 
My favorite color is pink 
Because I’m not able to let go of my past 
The color is irrevocably nostalgic 
Not impersonal like black or white 
Or stained like crimson 
But the color of my childhood 
My doll’s dress, stitched with my mother’s rhythmic hands 
The needle going in, out 
In, out 
The color of my palms 
Scratched against the dirty sidewalk 
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December 26th, after I fell off my bike 
The color of stigma, of pain 
My aunt, diagnosed at 30 
In remission by 31 
I’ll tell you about the first boy that made me cry 
3rd grade, a cacophony of emotions 
Unharmonized, a child banging on drums 
Lust and love, unrecognizable  
And the first boy that broke my heart 
Ten years later, over tea and croissants 
After I drained my heart and he forgot to drink my memories 
And that time when I was 15 
When my brother left me forever 
And I was angry 
Not exasperated, not irate 
Not outraged, not sullen 
Those words, they mean nothing 
Only pretentious, when I am trying to impress someone 
I was angry, simple 
And the moment when I started writing poetry 
At first, bitter and hasty 
Words awkward and unfitting 
Then, like molasses 
Flowing thick with emotion 
I cannot define my life with speech 
But poetry, 
As broken as it can be 
How quickly it can be read over coffee 
Coffee, made better with two sugars and two creams 
Poetry, eaten in bite-sizes in a barstool 
This, this 
It defines my life.
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FOUR HUNDRED TWENTY-FIVE DEGREES

JANE ROBBINS MIZE

His hand on her shoulder-blade 
lingered for the length of time that it took 
for the barely-open-oven air 
to roast her cheekbones. 

Then he moved on 
to complain that she hadn’t refilled the ice trays and 
why did they have to use ice trays anyways and 
if she had just been listening for once. 

Then they ate together.
Didn’t say much.
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GIFTED & TALENTED

SCHANDRA ABIGAIL  MADHA

It is the second grade and
Mom and I are helping
Mrs. Weston hide the paint
peeling from the classroom walls.
We hide it under new paint
Mom bought at Home Depot.
We spackle with old spackling
we brought from our own garage
and roll over the cracks, patching
what can’t be fixed, giving
a cornflower blue brave face
to one small room in a school
not gifted enough
not granted enough
not special enough
for renovations.
Next year, they will send me
to a richer zip code
because they say
I am gifted enough
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and talented enough.
They will send me away
from Julia,
my friend
who still can’t read.
Before Kindergarten
I learned with Mom’s old reader.
See Jane. See Jane run.
See how the pages smell
like stale Cheerios.
I gave the reader to Julia to
See Julia. See Julia read.
It is the second grade and
I already know
how to spell meteorologist
and neighborhood
and cooperate.
I want to be an artist,
a writer, an Egyptologist,
a bicycle racer,
but most of all an astronaut.
I am good at multiplication,
better at division.
I play chess and memorize
the Fool’s mate, the Scholar’s,
and the mate in three.
It is the second grade and
I have learned to lie,
to cower before
a father,
but not before
bullies twice my tiny size
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and not before
boys, boys like Blake,
every girl’s crush,
his hair slicked back like Elvis,
who I loved from the wrong generation.
On Valentine’s Day, I returned
Blake’s quarter-machine locket,
dropped it on his lunch tray, and said,
I won’t be your flavor of the week.
It is the second grade and
I am a fledgling feminist.
I have written love letters,
poems about death.
I know all the words
children shouldn’t know
and know that I shouldn’t
say them but to myself.
I know them, already
they are recorded in my head
in the spit and snarl voices
of my parents.
But there are words
I don’t know yet, like
asbestos and paraben,
chlorofluorocarbon.
And there are words I know
but don’t really know.
To me, mercury is only
first planet, Roman god,
outmoded thermometers
silvery alive,
and lead is just a misnomer
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in my mechanical pencil.
Someday soon, some
fifteen years from now, when
I am not an astronaut
and barely a writer,
I will curse
innocence past and
benevolent action,
curse the ungifted
and untalented
and the unexemplary,
curse the negative feedback loop
feedback loop feedback loop
of public school poverty,
curse the fumes
of cornflower blue.
I will curse the second grade and
I will
obsessively
compulsively
itemize
the poisons I have breathed.

And then I will email this
to my mother, apologizing
for my poetry, for its length,
and misremembrances.
Mom will read it and reply,
apologizing for my poetry,
for its remembrances, for everything
that was never her fault.
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INTERVIEW IN A  NURSING HOME

JANE ROBBINS MIZE

He sat underneath his 
dust-colored hair in a
sun-streaked corner in a
dust-covered chair.

I paused, watched him 
unzip his 
two-gold-teeth grin— 

“If I could have anything? 
How about golden toenails? 
Golden cochlea? 
A new bloody, gold heart?”
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MARIPOSAS ON THE BORDER

CL ARISSA RIOJAS

We raced our bikes down 17th street,
past the Carniceria and
Don Ernesto’s black Ford. 
“To the stop sign” you’d say,
and we’d pedal as hard as we
could, past De Alba Bakery and
Rex Café. 

I’d always win, and when
I did, I’d buy us paletas de coco
at Ruben’s because those were 
your favorite. “Que onda
chiquitas?” Mario, the cashier, 
would say. We would laugh because 
he was 18 and had a voice like butter.
My cheeks would flush, like always, and 
you would have to drag me out.
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Afterwards, you’d follow me on your bicycle
all the way to the canal
Through dry grass and caliche pits, to the
orchards where we’d watch the sun set over valley hills.
I would cry to you about school and my poems 
and the way mama just didn’t understand
sometimes. You’d take my hand 
and talk about the way life would
be once we got older. You’d say:
“We’ll go to Los Angeles or to New York 
or to live with abuela in Mexico.” I’d think
for a second. “Yeah, maybe Mexico.”
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PRAYER IN THE PINEY WOODS

AZA PACE

Fingertips to the forehead, chest, 
And then each shoulder.

Breathe.

I stand windswept and watchful
At the tree line.
Behind me, the lake heaves
Like a confident woman in labor,
Moving with the wind’s rhythm.
Before me, the trees lean in
And whisper, unsure,
Because their rigid bodies cannot cope
With the wind the way the water can,
And they know it.

In the woods I see flashes of the
Wild-eyed owls
Winging silently through the branches
Backlit by a bowing sun.
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They still know the old ways.
They watch the water.

When I walk through the forest,
I glimpse robed figures
Scuttling along narrow pathways
As if they want me to stop and ask for their help.
I can hear them muttering with the trees.
They are praying.
And I look around and see that the trees
Are dying, barely clinging to their 
Leafy crowns.

Then, there comes a rushing sound,
Like water or wings,
And I follow the flight of the 
Wild-eyed ones. The outraged cries
Of a hundred robed figures
Seem to clutch at my arms and hair,
Trying to pull me back,
But I run to the lake to stand 
Windswept and watchful,
Reborn at the waterline. 

Amen.
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PURPLE PL ASTIC CUP

MA X FRIEDMAN

A sound can bring you home.

The weather is so nice that
It warrants a phrase --
“Ah, Austin in October”
And I’m craving something
sweet in my coffee today.

The idea of home is
supposed to be everchanging,
to evolve between the stages of life.
My home is still stuck, where
it’s always been
--   in the middle of the
United States.
Home hasn’t yet packed
its bags and moved to Texas.

It isn’t until something simple happens,
I hear a plastic chair scrape against brick,
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that I’m home again,
Sipping ice water from a purple
plastic cup, and I’ve spent the past
two hours raking leaves and making
my father proud.
It isn’t until something simple happens,
that I realize I’m not home, I haven’t been
home since August.
A Sound can bring you home.

Home will move, it will adapt
and forget and progress, of that
I’m sure.
But it’s a gradual, scraping, arduous task,
Leaving my eyes bloodshot and my frame
Sore, stiff, like I’ve been on a long train ride,
Or I’ve just awoken from the deep,
unmoving slumber
That follows a full day of work.
Until this evolution of home occurs,
I’ll be massaging the muscles,
I’ll be straightening out
the wrinkles in my pants.
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SALTWATER

KELSEY AMUNDSEN

His ears were full of rhythms and sea
Abyssopelagic longing; a calling to the deep
But only broken blue vessels in his body
To sail on
Hindered by capillaries and capacity
And salty insides
His words were stolen out of pale-minded poetry
and sand encrusted dreams
Encumbered by the weight of seaweed

A seashell trying to be a seashore

Fluid in the lungs that tastes like saltwater
He can’t breathe it out, without breathing it back in

Only, he can breathe underwater
(It’s all in the mind)
built to spill forth and overflow
overwhelm and submerge
the truth of who he is
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Whoever that may be

Taken captive by sea anemones
His mind is filled with underwater reveries
Of undiscovered life and seamlessly spoken language
Bubbling up from within

He finds that he, himself is a submarine
And embarks below the surface to discover
The vast expanse of greater things

Tides wash his sand-castled, salty body anew
Pulling him in and under the moon
Just to drown in blue
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SECONDHAND

KATHERINE MASSEY

last friday  
during a midnight bus ride, 
a blind man told me 
 
“child,  
the open air of your  
upturned palms is  
deafening.” 
 
(his question unspoken: 
what boy dared to break you?) 
 
i wanted to tell him that 
they have been nothing but empty  
since august two years past  
 
when you burned your name  
onto the muscle in my chest  
with the dying end of the  
last cigarette i watched you smoke 
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(stop  
haunting me  
every time i climb into  
the backseats of cars)
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SOMEDAY

AZA PACE

In winter, our love is like hot spice tea
Poured into a handmade mug
Thrown on a potter’s wheel in East Texas.
It warms to the touch like our down comforter
And makes us sleepy.
In winter, we love the same way we curl up
In windowside armchairs with old books.
We kiss the same way we breathe in the cold air:
Timidly at first, then bravely.
In winter, our love is like a cold nose 
Pressed against a shy cheek,
Warm breath on a windowpane turned sketchpad.
It is the hope for a little someday house
With hot spice tea and old books.
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THE BOY WAS A  WHITE DWARF STAR

KELSEY AMUNDSEN

Compression begins with gravity
To combat the human tendency 
to spill out
across every planar possibility 

But it can’t contain a curious soul

Plasma dripped from his tongue
Into the chaos and the unknown

“If I should travel along a beam of light
at the speed of light, would I, then
become the light?
We are travelers,” He said

From the back of the black 
telescope, his eye pressed against
the night sky
He was seeing himself in the past
a hundred million years or so ago
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And he looked quite unchanged

Only a trained eye could see
time was crushing him 
slowly
The way a star inevitably burns out

The hunger for fire drove him mad
searching for light 
when he’s the source of it

And the bones in his body
became irrelevant

And the fire in his lungs 
ate up his oxygen
Until he was nothing
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THE WASP

SCHANDRA ABIGAIL  MADHA

These are the kinds of ledges that beg for a cat,
I was thinking when I saw the wasp.

Quick pulled blinds revealed an occupant I did not have in mind 
in the space between the screen and where the glass should be.

The wasp had found what he later could not,
through a hole in the tiny crossed bars of my window.

Guillotine hands wrenched down the pane,
framing the wasp like a picture.

Framing the wasp like a prisoner, I rationalized,
he would find the exit in his entrance.

Weeks like months and I could not check, 
for fear of what the wasp had stayed to teach me.

I knew that if I lifted the shade, I would learn that prisons take
many forms, like marriage licenses and lease agreements.
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I knew that if I looked, I would be the one trapped between, 
in a space I entered but could not leave.

Then Michael needs fresh air and does not know and announces 
there is a dead wasp in the window.
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TRIPLE TAKE

AZA PACE

Take One
She’s gorgeous, but at the same time not really,
With short, would-be platinum hair rooted in copper
That crackles out every which way like a dented halo.
A slick of crow-black liner flags an otherwise unremarkable eye,
And those un-red lips purse over some secret held-in word.

Take Two
She’s got a question mark cocked in one eyebrow
To make even Vivien Leigh jealous,
And you can bet she has a glare like a right hook.
The way she clenches and unclenches her jaw,
You know her brain is cruising along at a million miles a minute
Even if she’s putting the brakes on her tongue.
In other words, she has you all figured out. 

Take Three
She’s slouching in her seat, legs splayed, like a boy,
And you—like a fool—have just started to trace the contours
Of those deliciously not-too-firm legs with your fool eyes,
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When a little adder-like dart of her chin lets you know
She’s caught you. And that invisible right hook knocks your gaze
Right back down to your shoelaces where it belongs.
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WHAT MY MIND TELLS ME

SCHANDRA ABIGAIL  MADHA

Sometimes, when I’m alone,
and you don’t answer the phone,
my mind tells me you’ve been hit
by a car while on your bike
because I hate that you don’t
wear a helmet.

Sometimes I see a hammer
forgotten careless on the stair
and my mind tells me I’ll find 
the tripped body, brained cement,
when I get back from
the grocery store.

Sometimes between the shotgun
spurts from the shower,
my mind tells me there’s a bullet 
in a chest I often scratched
and now, like then, my hands still 
aren’t enough to hold a dog’s life in.
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Sometimes I drive 
in backwood black and I see 
the deer appear like ghosts 
before me, and now
through my windshield
and now through me,
just as my mind tells me.
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FICTION



IN  THE TWILIGHT OF THE DYING AGE

COLE BUBENIK

Today is the three month anniversary of my first visit to Alicia’s. Alicia is long-
haired and skinny as a twig; her hands stick out like bare branches, her nails 
gleam like green leaves, her hips sway back and forth, gentle like the wind. Ali-
cia claims that I have stage one paranoia, that I’m a borderline hypochondriac, 
that my intimacy issues stem from my partner and my mismatched auras. “He 
should have been born a Taurus,” she tells me. “Then you two would be fine.” 
 Max doesn’t know that I visit Alicia’s; I know that he wouldn’t ap-
prove. I tell him that I’m going to my bi-weekly book club, and he tells me 
that I “read too much.” The book club is a fabrication of course; what I really 
do is throw myself into my Kia Rio, take a left down the street, and then make 
a U-turn back onto the highway to drive fifteen miles towards the edge of 
town where Alicia’s five-room-shack-house sits decaying. Alicia is not a thera-
pist, though she attempted to become one in her college days. “The problem 
with therapy,” she told me when I first met her, “is that most therapists dis-
count the inherent magic of the world. Auroras, spells, curses, incantations, 
and zodiacs—these are the things that rule our lives, even if we never see 
them.” Max doesn’t approve of spells or incantations; Max doesn’t believe in 
magic at all. Max is a standard atheist, a left-brain thinker, an engineer of 
something technical—I’ve never been sure of what. Max doesn’t read the horo-
scopes, not even for fun, he has never dabbled in the occult, he believes all ac-
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tions are the result of careful planning; spontaneity doesn’t exist in his lexicon. 
 I first visited Alicia after watching a documentary on the Dis-
covery Channel about the death of the universe. I became convinced that 
I was seeing signs of our universe decaying, that any moment now our 
sun would flicker out and leave our bustling planet lifeless and cold. Max 
told me not to worry. “Scientists have basically proved that it won’t hap-
pen for some time now,” he told me. “You don’t have to worry about that. 
Stop watching those channels—they’re all shit now anyway.” I tried a 
therapist but it didn’t work; she was intelligent, more decorated academi-
cally than I am, but the way she chewed on her pen cap during our meet-
ings made me both anxious and appalled. I looked elsewhere for help. 
 Alicia advertised herself as a “clairvoyant extraordinaire: a mystical 
woman with the power to see past, present, and future.” Her ad featured a pic-
ture of a woman escaping from a genie’s lamp; in the smoke she had written her 
address, number, and fees. Fifteen dollars per hour, the smoke read, 15414 Kenny 
Drive call for appointments today. I ripped the ad from the paper in secret as Max 
cooked breakfast, crumpling it up and shoving it into my pocket. Max made eggs, 
toast, orange juice, and bacon. He arranged them in a smiling face on my plate 
with the toast cut into triangles lining the edge of the plate like ears. I ate fast, 
thanked him, and kissed him goodbye. There was still orange juice on my lips.  
 Today, Max thinks that I’m discussing The Buddha In the Attic by Julie 
Otsuka. I have spent the last two weeks reading the book in his sight, as well 
as tempting him to read it, in preparation for today. I can’t miss today’s meet-
ing with Alicia; she tells me it will be the most important one yet. “Next time 
we’re going to discuss your future,” she told me as she finished her cigarette. 
“Don’t be late; the moons are aligned only briefly this year.” I’m not sure which 
moons Alicia is talking about, but I have no reason to doubt her. Alicia has 
never steered me wrong. She has prescribed to me various forms of meditation 
to combat my stress, bath soaps to deal with my anxiety, candles for my social 
phobias, vitamins for my personality. Alicia is an encyclopedia of feel-good, a 
reservoir of platonic love. “Do what I say and you’ll be fine,” she says. “Your 
auras are out of whack, clashing with his, but they’ll be back soon, don’t worry.”  
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 I pull up to Alicia’s house just as the sun is going down. Her fig-
ure graces the door frame, her long shadow drifting across the failing white 
porch littered with termites. She is barefoot and propped up against the bro-
ken frame, smoking a cigarette that blinks red in the coming dark. She spots 
my car and takes one last puff, letting the smoke trail up and around her face. 
With one hand she moves her hair behind her ear, and with the other she 
rubs out her cigarette on the door frame. I stop my car and stay inside; she 
approaches from the porch, her bare feet trotting through the overgrown yard, 
ankles rubbing the yellow dandelions sprouting from the dirt. She approaches 
my car door and leans in close. I open the door just a crack, and she whispers 
in, “Come quick.” Her face drops and her lips tense as I draw closer to her. 
“The moons are aligned and there are shadows in the way.” I watch her figure 
turn and disappear into the house. I swallow hard and close my eyes tight. 
When I open them, the sun drops in the sky and coats the yard in black. 

***

I drive home in silence; the hum of the air-conditioner filling the void. When 
I get home, Max is already cooking dinner. “Welcome home,” he says, bring-
ing the wooden spoon to his mouth for a taste. “How was the book club?” I 
stumble through the door and into the kitchen, peck him on the cheek and 
mumble out a reply. “Good,” I say. “It went well.” Max continues cooking in 
the kitchen; he blasts The Supremes’ “Can’t Hurry Love” through his iPhone 
speakers as I make my way into the bedroom in a haze. “Hey,” he yells at me 
through the door. “Dinner’s going to be ready in about ten minutes, okay?”  
 “Okay,” I say. “I’m going to take a shower first.”
 “Don’t take too long,” he says. “I don’t want it to get cold.”
 I turn the shower on full blast, letting the heat run down my body. 
Alicia’s words still swim in my head, her prophecy moving through my 
veins like a terminal disease. “The moons don’t lie,” she said as her skeleton 
hands drifted across my own. “You were right to fear what you did when 
you did. The world is in a state of flux, the moons fight against their cre-
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ator.” Alicia’s hands gripped tight around my own, her palms were sweaty 
and her eyes had become focused stars of fury. “Tomorrow, the world will 
end.” I feel my stomach form a knot. “Tomorrow, the Dying Age begins.” 
 Max dances around the kitchen preparing the last of his meal. It’s a 
Thursday night which means it’s Spaghetti Night. I can tell by the muffled 
sounds of his feet moving across the tiles, by the sounds of drawers and cabi-
nets opening and closing, by the way he stops humming to himself as the oven 
door opens, that the meal is almost finished. I sit down on the floor of the tub 
and hang my head into my knees. If what Alicia says is right, I will have to let 
Max know before it’s too late. If I let Max know, he’ll do what he always does: 
roll his eyes and grunt like a brute. I make up my mind; I won’t tell Max.
  Max has always been attentive to my hidden desires. On our first 
date, he had bought me a chocolate cake for my birthday, and I, afraid that 
he might try and kiss me, didn’t offer to walk him back to his dorm, stopping 
halfway and turning back, sneaking peeks of his disappointed body disappear-
ing into the dark.
 We went out on four dates before I would let him kiss me. After it 
was done, I pulled him back in for a second one. “I’m glad you did,” he told 
me later. “Because I really wanted to kiss you a second time.” Max had four 
other boyfriends before me. “All of them trash,” he told me on our seventh 
date. “Okay, well most of them were trash—a few of them were good.” I was 
just getting over boyfriend number three: a well-meaning short man with an 
oblivious personality. 
 “He wasn’t bad,” I said. 
 “Was he at least good at sex?”  
 “Good enough,” I sighed. “But I’ve always been the more sexual one 
in my relationships.” 
 “Really?” 
 “Really,” I said, shifting in my chair. “It’s one of my faults.”
 “Nothing wrong with that,” he laughed. “There’s nothing better 
than a healthy sexual appetite.” I laughed too, although I didn’t believe him. 
 The water turns cold and Max calls me to the table. I step out of 
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the shower and dry myself. My hair falls across my forehead, water dripping 
from the ends and streaming down my face. I move it to one side and throw 
myself into whatever’s on the ground near the bed. I sit down at the table and 
take the fork in my hand. Max beams at me from the other side. He is fully 
dressed—decked out in his finest clothes. Water drips from my hair and lands 
on the table with a splash. Max chuckles, bringing another forkful of spaghetti 
up to his mouth. Outside the crickets chirp as the moon positions itself in the 
middle of the sky, shinning brightly through our apartment window. “So,” 
Max says. “How are you today?” The moon beams down on my wet face. 
“Good,” I say in one breath. “Just fine.”

***

The next morning I try and reach Alicia, but her phone goes straight to voice-
mail. I call three more times before giving up and returning to bed. Max 
is sprawled across the bed; I find an empty space and crawl inside, turning 
my body away from his. I close my eyes and attempt to fall asleep, but Max 
shifts his weight and rolls on top of me, propping himself up with his arms 
and squeezing my stomach with his hairy thighs. “Morning,” he whispers, 
and kisses me on the cheek. I try and make myself small, to disappear into 
the duvet, but Max treats it as a game and follows me underneath. He kisses 
me on the neck and then moves his way down my body. Goosebumps lit-
ter my skin, my body twists away from his, my face burns red and I give in. 
We have sex for ten minutes and then Max rolls over in frustration, sighing 
and running his fingers through his hair. “Damn it,” he says. “I’m sorry.” He 
pants and rolls his eyes. “I just can’t.” I tell him it’s okay and he sneaks off to 
the shower. I finish while he’s showering and clean myself up with a towel. 
 Behind the door I can hear Max singing “Here Comes the Sun” as 
he showers. I dress in the dark, missing a button and starting again from 
the bottom. “Hey,” I yell at him from behind the door. “I’m leaving.” 
 “What?” he replies, his voice like static on the radio. I can tell that in the 
shower he has dropped the soap he is singing into. I listen as it falls to the ground, 
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misses his feet, and spirals towards the drain, as he turns his whole body—face 
scrunched up in worry—to the sound of my leaving. “Where are you going?” 
 “Out.” I say, my fingers dancing across my phone. “I need to buy 
some things.” Where are you? I type out and send to Alicia. I need you to an-
swer your phone. I dial her number again. Straight to voicemail. I get in the 
car and head towards her house. As I pull out of the garage, I see the figure 
of Max—towel wrapped around his body—rushing out into our bedroom. 
From down here his brute-like body looks weak and worried, pale and sick—
a feeble spirit clinging to thin edges of reality—translucent. I see him turn 
towards the window. I wonder if he catches sight of my car pulling away. 
 I call eight more times, each time I’m greeted with the same mes-
sage: Hi, you’ve reached Alicia Greene…each time I hang up before she can 
finish her sentence. I speed to her house, running two red lights and almost 
smashing into a minivan making a left turn onto Perry Street. The sun is 
covered in the sky, the thick layer of white coats Alicia’s house in a calm-
ing gray. I park outside and rush to the door, pounding my fists against the 
splintering wood. “Alicia!” I scream and continue my assault on the door. 
“I need to talk to you.” I look through her windows, I tap on the glass, I 
place my ear to her door, I tug at the doorknob, the window ledges, I walk 
around the house, hop the fence, knock against the back door—nothing.  
 The neighbors watch as I continue my assault on Alicia’s decrepit 
shack-house. One of them, an old lady with her blond hair pushed up into 
pink curlers, looks at me, biting her bottom lip, her eyes widening. She frowns, 
whispers something in her husband’s ear. The old man nods, turns around, 
and disappears into his house. A bald, middle-aged man approaches me, plac-
ing his hands on top of mine. “Are you okay sir?” he asks, dropping his voice. 
“Do you need some help?”
 “Where’s Alicia?” I ask. My face flushed red, my heart pounding 
hard against my chest, and my back now soaked in sweat. “Alicia?” The bald 
man chuckles and cocks his head away from me. “No one named Alicia lives 
there.” A crowd has gathered in the street, most of them lingering near their 
lawns and mailboxes, front doors and garages—attempting to look busy. 
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 I stumble into the middle of the street, brushing past the 
bald man, trying my best to calm my heart. The bald man steps back 
and his face turns snow white. He turns to face the old woman in 
the pink curlers, who stands, perched on her lawn, cross-armed and 
frowning. “In fact,” he says, hesitating. “No one lives there at all.”  
 “I need to speak to Alicia,” I say again. My heart beats faster now, 
my forehead is on fire; my lungs struggle to regain their once monotonous 
motions. The neighbors clump together: small packs of twisted faces and low-
talking, stolen glances, and nervous laughter line the streets. The old man 
comes back out of his house, taking his place next to the lady in the pink 
curlers. In the distance I hear the faint sound of police sirens. “It’s important,” 
I force out. I take a step towards the bald man and trip, falling into him as 
dizziness overtakes me. The bald man catches me, grabbing me by my armpits. 
The sirens grow louder, my phone vibrates against my thigh, the low-talking 
neighbors break from their groups and rush towards me. My lungs pound 
against my chest; I can hear my heart beating within my ear. The sirens are 
roaring now, my body goes limp, my heart races as I search the sky for any sign 
of the sun, hidden behind the clouds. I feel lightheaded and weak-kneed, my 
vision flickers, and as the world twists around me, the sun peaks out, coating 
the world in a flash of bright white. 

***

Max doesn’t smile the whole car ride back from the police station. I sit next 
to him in the passenger seat staring out the window, head pressed against the 
glass and frowning. I turn on the stereo and he clicks it off. I sigh, and he rolls 
his eyes. “Look,” I start, and he groans. “What,” he says through his clenched 
teeth, “What the hell were you doing over there in the first place? You said you 
were going out.”
 “I was visiting Alicia.” 
 “Who is Alicia?” 
 “My psychic.” I say.  
 “Jesus Christ,” he says. 
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 “It was important.” 
 “What was important,” he says; I watch as his face balloons up: red 
and puffy. “What the hell was she even telling you?” 
 “The world’s ending tonight,” I whimper out. 
 “What?” 
 “The world,” I say again. “It’s ending tonight, unless…” 
 “Unless what?” 
 “Jesus. Jesus. Jesus,” He says, stopping the car and pulling off to the 
side of the road. 
 “We have to,” I start but he groans again.
  “Stop it, please,” he says. “Just stop. The world isn’t ending, not to-
night, not in our lifetimes. Hell, it probably won’t end for another billion 
fucking years!”
 “Alicia said,” Max’s face tenses. “Alicia said? Where did you even find 
this crook?”
 “She’s not a crook, she’s a psychic—I found her in the newspaper.” 
 “She’s a crook,” Max’s neck vein pulses. “She doesn’t even live 
there! You know that, right? She was scamming you, taking your mon-
ey. No, she was taking my money—that’s what she was doing. How 
much did you pay her anyway? How long have you been seeing her?” 
 “Fifteen bucks an hour,” I say. “For three months—bi-weekly.”
 “Bi-weekly,” he says. “The book club then? Oh Jesus, that makes so 
much more sense now.”
 Max takes the keys out of the car and slams the door behind him. He 
paces around the car, swearing to himself and running his hands through his 
hair. He stops and leans against the hood of the car, looking up at the stars 
overhead as cars whiz by, shining their bright lights against his back. I watch 
him for a while, his left hand running through his hair and clenching at the 
end, releasing, and starting the cycle over again. I step out of the car and close 
the door behind me. I linger near the front of the car, just to the right of him, 
kicking at the dirt. “Look,” I start, but I can’t finish. My voice is weak and 
as soon as the word has left my lips, I have lost the will to say anything else. 
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 I throw myself onto the hood next to him, inching closer every min-
ute. In five minutes, my slender shoulders are pressed against the bone of his. I 
feel his body rise and fall as he breathes; great waves of senseless motion leach 
from his body and disappear into the air. I say nothing as Max mumbles to 
himself. Cars blow past us on the highway, their bright lights shine against our 
backs; a few of them honk in anger. Max watches as the sun dips below the 
horizon as the fury of cars drives straight into a gentle inferno of blood red 
and fiery orange, delicate yellows and purples which trace the sky, outlining 
the coming night. I collapse, burying my head into his chest and listening to 
the sound of his gentle heartbeat. The sun continues its slow descent, the cars 
whiz by; the bright lights turn our world from dark to light, light to dark, and 
then, disappear. Max is still as a dead man; no words leave his perched lips. 
The two of us sit and wait for the sun to blink below the horizon, his eyes wide 
open and mine shut tight. I wonder what the end of the world will feel like. I 
wonder if it will go all at once, if the sun will shatter like a light bulb, shards of 
fire piercing our flesh, if it will decay and freeze us over, or if it will be gradual, 
slow like life, slow like death. I wonder if it’ll be beautiful or disgusting, happy 
or sad. I wonder if it’ll hurt. I wonder if I’ll scream. The sun falls down below 
the sky and the moon takes its place. Max’s heartbeat rises, filling my ears with 
its rapid pulse. I shut my eyes tighter; I know that when I open them the world 
will begin its death. I wonder what will happen when I open them. I wonder 
what awaits me in the dying age.
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THE L AST CALL

THOMAS HUNTER GALBRAITH

“I’m very glad you’ve come to see the light.  Today, too many young men lose 
their way to drugs, gangs, sodomy —”
 “Alcohol?” Grant asked.
 “Yes, that too,” Pastor Davis said.  “In any case, the duties of an aco-
lyte are fairly simple.  Show up early for service, put on your robes, light a few 
candles, and assist with the benediction.  Most importantly, don’t forget to 
greet your brothers and sisters with open arms and high spirits.”
 “Oh, spirits concern me greatly, sir,” said Grant, his lips subtly con-
torting into a coy smile.  His excitement rattled his chair, so he placed a hand 
on his leg to calm it.  With so many spasms he might look suspicious, or 
worse, possessed.
 “Don’t fret, my son.  The Lord blesses those who return to his flock.  
If you trust in Christ, your thirsts shall be quenched and your heart light-
ened.”  The pastor was wearing a slick black suit that matched the texture 
of his over-gelled hair.  Grant could not determine his age, the fake tan and 
residual traces of plastic surgery giving his skin the smoothness of an infant.
 Talk about “born-again, Grant thought.  Looks like I was right after all, 
huh, fellas?  Takin’ candy from a baby.
 “Thank you very much, sir.  Unfortunately, I’m afraid that I won’t be 
able to contribute much to the offering plate each week.  My family has fallen 
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on hard times, you see, and every cent I earn goes either to paying our rent or 
to my father’s medical bills.”
 Pastor Davis brought a finger to his chin, perhaps deep in thought, 
but inscrutable as ever.  His eyes showed so little concern that Grant would 
just as soon believe that he was making sure he had shaven that morning.  Any 
sign of stubble would ruin his child-face.
 “You needn’t worry, my son.  Most of our donations these days come 
from our sponsors at the network.  It’s because of them that we were able to 
build the bowling alley under the sanctuary last year.  Nevertheless, we’ll add 
your family to our prayer list.”
 No amount of effort could suppress Grant’s grin, the edges of his 
mouth poking their heads out of their hiding places, much like prairie dogs.  
Deep inside, a raucous revival quaked and stirred him into a sense of quiet ec-
stasy.  However, his visions depicted not winged creatures nor spectral wheels 
nor dry bones, but partying, debauchery, and mischief. 
 I can’t believe how gullible he is.  He’s practically gonna hand me the 
wine. The posse would turn green with envy when they discovered his plan 
worked; that is, before their faces flushed.  The church preached forgiveness 
and grace for doubters and deniers, and who was he to do differently?
 With the evasive dexterity of a serpent, Grant told Pastor Davis he 
needed to go home to prepare formula for his invalid father.  The minister 
outstretched his arm for a parting handshake, but Grant was halfway out the 
door.  However, before leaving the grounds, he took a few moments to survey 
the premises of the glorified concert hall that the ministry insisted on calling 
a sanctuary.  Teenagers such as he had seen enough mediocre heist movies to 
know what to look for:  security cameras, access vents, hidden passages, and 
an exit route that would lead straight to the getaway van.
 But I won’t have a van.  Mark’s mom won’t be able to pull through on 
account of Pilates.  The bike should work fine, though.
 Indeed, the posse had provided a vehicle to aid in the escape, and 
one with cargo space, no less.  Mark Stanley had taken the liberty of pilfering 
his little sister’s lavender tandem, which sported a basket that could hold the 
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wine while he and Grant lost the heat.  Grant figured that the two of them 
pedaling in unison could easily outrun an army of angry churchgoers, cops, or 
high inquisitors that pursued.  Furthermore, the image of two young men on a 
double-seated pink bicycle being hounded by church officials would certainly 
prompt the resident liberals to mobilize their militia.  
 Grant returned home and invited the members of the posse.  They 
lounged next to the crystalline pool, gently sipping the succulent lemonade 
served by Grant’s maid.  Nobody could believe how smoothly the operation 
was going, least of all Mark, whose cold feet ironically came from fears of fire 
and brimstone.
 “Don’t chicken out on me, man,” Grant said sternly.  Grant’s eyes 
were obscured by his sunglasses, but Mark felt the piercing ire of the young 
man’s gaze.  His eyes, those Unholy of Unholies, dwelling behind layers of 
polarized plastic and duplicitous charisma, required an exorcist to confront.  
When Grant set his mind to something, no matter how morally questionable 
or ludicrously stupid, he always saw it through to the bitter end.
 Mark gave a nervous affirmation that he would uphold his part.  De-
spite his qualms, he evidently needed the alcohol just like everyone else.  That’s 
just what entitled kids do, Grant mused.  We fill the voids left by our neglectful 
parents.  Not the kind who go out for a pack of smokes and never return, but the 
worse, self-centered, hypocritical breed.  These are the adults who want all the 
money in the world to share with their progeny, so they spend every hour laboring 
away for their firms until there’s no time left for the family.  
 Hence the importance of the communion wine.  No six-pack could 
give the boys the satisfaction of that sacramental liquor.  The ordeal was about 
much more than getting wasted; it was about finding out if sharing blood 
meant anything.
 The proceeding week droned on in the background of Grant’s mind.  
His anticipation was so great that he found it impossible to focus on anything.  
He neglected his studies and forgot to bribe the maid into doing his chores.  
Instead, he devoted his efforts toward reversing his sleep schedule.  The service 
was slated for the ungodly hour of 8 a.m.  Resourceful as ever, he raided his 
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parents’ medicine cabinets for barbiturates.  They wouldn’t notice.
 Sunday morning.  Showtime.
 Grant hobbled out of bed to the nostalgic sight of the rising sun.  
How many years has it been since I’ve seen this?  Hell, how many since I’ve gone to 
church?
 The acolyte robes stretched far beyond the tips of his limbs, lead-
ing him to believe that the pastor either gave him a size too large or that 
the church’s sense of dress was worse than he imagined.  He shook out the 
wrinkles in his silky plumage.  The process of sitting and standing presented 
his greatest struggle with the outfit.  He worried about tearing the cumber-
some cloth as he went through the congregation’s gyrations:  “Please stand up, 
please be seated, please don’t get the robes caught in your ass.”
 I hope I never have to do this again.  That’s another reason to drop out of 
high school.
 Patient and determined strides carried Grant across nearly two miles 
of asphalt to the shadow of the church’s magnificence.  The complex emanated 
a corporate feeling, with banner ads draped across the buttresses and more 
parking spaces than the town’s population.  Investors had chosen and deco-
rated the steeple with art and idols of their choosing, some carrying religious 
or political meaning, others advertising local businesses.  Just above the spire’s 
cross dangled a sizeable satellite dish used for broadcasting the sermon in real-
time to those who were too lazy to get out of bed.
 But the steeple, flaunting its sensual bottle-shape, only served to re-
mind Grant of the object of his desires.  Somewhere inside this veritable outlet 
mall, mail-order holy men poured ounce after ounce of the vicar’s vintage into 
gilded goblets.  The church needed the stock prepared for their upcoming 
happy hour.
 Upon entering the sanctuary, the attendance of those present shocked 
Grant.  He wondered briefly if they had been waiting there all night, as if it 
were a sort of silver-screen spectacle, but the absence of tents and body odor 
assured him to the contrary.  Everyone was dressed in their “Sunday best,” a 
fashion which bore an uncanny resemblance to their “Wednesday worst.”
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 Pastor Davis stood behind the podium, the exuberant lights above 
the stage glistening off his tanned skin, which made him look like a golden 
god in his own right.  He was greeting his brother chaplains of Channel 7, 
who served the tri-county parish.  He dismissed them upon seeing Grant and 
turned to address the young man.  For a moment, he thought that Pastor 
Davis was going to embrace him in his lanky arms, but the pastor solemnly 
extended a professional, impersonal handshake.  A dry shiver ran through 
Grant when he felt the artificial smoothness of the fleshy glove.
 Wasting no time, he procured his processional candlestick and waited 
for the congregation to fill the antechamber.  Echoes of boisterous children 
served as the first portent, and the stinging champagne-colored smell of hair-
spray, the second.  In no time, the seats were occupied, the cameras rolling, 
and the band playing.  
 Long gone were the days of the Gregorian chant and of the sweet 
old ladies pounding their bony fingers on rusted organ keys.  Modern re-
vival music incorporated drums, amps, the dreaded tambourine, and vocals 
that hearkened to the equally bygone era of grunge.  Grant snickered as he 
strode down the red carpet toward the altar.  How closely the Lord’s house had 
mingled with the Devil’s music; how similar the motions of prayer to those of 
head-banging!
 Thick, gelatinous globules of wax trickled down the sides of the can-
dles, one after another estranged from the light up top.  The runoff drained 
into a small bowl, a grave of pewter because the church thought they deserved 
no better.  The flame flickered back and forth, indifferent in its radiance.  He 
knew that neglect well.  
 But there I go again, projecting.  Hell, I’ll give the church credit for one 
thing:  it can at least remember one sorry bastard’s birthday.
 Grant hung his torch up and sat in his allotted seat at the front.  The 
crowd was packed tightly, resembling an amorphous monster with heads and 
appendages jutting out in random places.  He claimed one of the few tradi-
tional pews.  Most of the other seats had reclining backs and inlets for patrons 
to rest their beverages.  Had he intentions of staying beyond today, he would 
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have been jealous.
 Pastor Davis calmed the noise of the band like Christ rebuking the 
winds.  He opened the Bible on the podium and began reciting from it like a 
teacher’s handbook.
 “Today’s sermon comes from the twenty-third chapter of the Gospel 
of Matthew.”
 Not five minutes in and Grant looked at his watch impatiently.  The 
rest of the audience possessed a similar degree of enthusiasm, many having 
dozed off.  At least they could catch the sermon on re-runs.  Fortunately for 
Grant, this meant fewer people would witness his upcoming stunt, and fewer 
still would be awake enough to give an accurate portrayal.
 I doubt the police will seriously regard anyone whose testimony includes 
sequences of them falling from a tall building or finding themselves naked in class.  
I’m pretty sure the cameras have nodded off by this point, too.
 “And Jesus said, ‘The scribes and the Pharisees sit in Moses’ seat:  All 
therefore whatsoever they bid you observe, that observe and do; but do not ye 
after their works, for they say, and do not.’”
 Grant strolled through the aisles, passing an offering plate which 
looked like a popcorn tub.  A perverse notion leaked into his mind as he 
beheld the donations, free for the taking.  Ever the disciplined soul, Grant 
checked his impulses and remained focused on his sanguine prize.  The offer-
ings amounted to little more than pocket change, anyway.
 “‘But woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites!  For ye shut up 
the kingdom of heaven against men:  for ye neither go in yourselves, neither 
suffer ye them that are attempting to go in.’”
 Amidst the pastor’s impassioned recitation, Grant noticed something 
in the crowd that shook his composure.  Between a husky gentleman wearing 
an undersized suit and a teenage girl texting on her phone, Mark sat perfectly 
upright and attentive.  A volatile concoction of panic and vitriol boiled inside 
Grant.  What the hell is he doing here?  He’s supposed to be outside!
 “‘Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites!  For ye are like 
unto whited sepulchres, which indeed appear beautiful outward, but are with-
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in full of dead men’s bones, and of uncleanliness.’”
 He knew confronting Mark out in the open would undermine ev-
erything.  The wine took top priority; kicking Mark’s ass could wait.  At that 
instant, as if divinely ordained, the bearers of the body and blood stepped out 
from their storage closets and beckoned Grant to help them.  His moment had 
come.  The posse would owe him unwavering loyalty and respect forevermore.  
He would be a surrogate father, the kind of Dad who lets his kids have a sip of 
beer as long as they keep it a secret from Mom.
 “‘Behold, your house is left unto you desolate.’”  With a few con-
cluding words and some contrived guilt trip about how the church needed 
money to fund its mission to the Caribbean, Pastor Davis left the podium and 
allowed the benediction to begin.  A communion chalice, that Holy Grail, 
found its way into Grant’s trembling palms.  He was so close.  All that stood 
in his way was a line of a hundred people, ready to answer the last call, eager 
to dunk their sinful, unwashed fingers into the alcoholic ambrosia.
 “Body of God.  Peace be with you.”  Each drowsy sinner partook of 
the Eucharist quickly, but the queue of shambling bodies seemed to stretch 
into infinity.  The winding rows of people with marks of shame and boredom 
on their faces made the sanctuary resemble a Department of Motor Vehicles 
branch, thus completing the church’s transition to hell.  Grant inspected the 
amount of wine left.  The chalice still held enough for a fishbowl, but it was 
fast depleting.  Why the church failed to employ its infinite supply of loaves 
and fishes, he couldn’t guess. 
 At the end of the line, Mark stepped forth to receive his piece of peace.  
Grant forced a smile and extended the communion wine to him.  “Peace be 
with you.”  He leaned in closer and issued a venomous whisper.  “Why aren’t 
you with the bike?”
 “The bike’s safe,” Mark said.  “I came here to earn some goodwill up 
there.”  He pointed up in the air toward nothing in particular.  “Look, if we’re 
gonna do this, we need to watch out for our immortal souls in whatever ways 
we can.  I figure I’m gonna go to confession after this.”
 “This isn’t a Catholic church.  Also, you don’t wanna be like these 
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sheep, following commandments and doing ridiculous shit without question.  
Now, get outside and get the escape vehicle ready!  I don’t wanna hear another 
word out of you, got that?”
 The oppressive voice of Pastor Davis echoed throughout the room.  
His call drew the attention of the boys.  “I would like the members of our con-
gregation to welcome our newest acolyte, Mr. Grant Ferguson.”  An explosion 
of applause erupted and Grant involuntarily recoiled.  “The Fergusons have 
fallen on hard times lately, so Grant has informed me.  As such, they will not 
be able to tithe.  But the Lord forgives all sins, so long as the church does first.  
Let us pray for them.”
 There was no time to be stunned or offended.  Everyone in the build-
ing bowed their heads and closed their eyes; everyone except Grant.  Wasting 
no time, he pressed the wine chalice against his chest, roused Mark from his 
prayer, and ran for the fire exit.  The two had escaped the lion’s den before the 
pastor and the attendees lifted their heads.
 A fifth Horseman of the Apocalypse, Blasphemous Thievery, rode 
away from the megalithic church on a pink stallion.  Mark pedaled as hard as 
possible, with Grant leisurely helping in between bellows of victory and waves 
of the chalice.  Mark had brought a few sippy cups from home for the wine, 
which rested in the tandem’s basket. 
 Grant had never felt so empowered, so unstoppable, so alive.  He 
would be a hero, a shepherd and a king to lonely bourgeois teenagers every-
where.  He craned his neck to survey his kingdom.  In the distance, he ob-
served a small mote, black and bronze, chasing after them.  Upon recognizing 
the statuesque form of Pastor Davis, a glint of fury in his eyes, Grant nearly 
turned into a pillar of salt.
 “Get back here!”  Davis’ voice echoed the same imposing tones even 
without the acoustics of the sanctuary.  “Do you know how much that chalice 
is worth?”
 “Go, go!” Grant urged Mark as he finally began pulling his weight on 
the bicycle.  Davis trailed close behind them.  He somehow managed to run 
remarkably fast considering his burdensome attire.

64



 Disaster struck.  The tandem came to a stop just in front of a 
stoplight.  A river of cars surged across the intersection, denying the two 
youths entrance into the Promised Land.  Grant looked for another route, 
but found it impossible to focus amidst Mark’s panicked mutterings. 
 “Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name—” 
 “Oh, Christ, will you cut it out already?”
 Some infinitely powerful force, either from Paradise or the Pit, must 
have heard Mark’s pleas, because at that moment the traffic parted, leaving 
enough time for them to ride across.  After reaching the wayside shore, anoth-
er wave of cars came crashing down, sealing the breach and stranding Pastor 
Davis on the other side.
 The boys laughed nervously as they turned into their gated neighbor-
hood, where they could no longer be pursued.  The residents were known for 
turning away anyone who looked like a Jehovah’s Witness or other such door-
to-door salvation salesman.  Mark breathed an exaltation to God, Satan, Bac-
chus, or whatever force had aided them on their exodus.  Feeling celebratory, 
Grant reached for one of the sippy cups and took a large swig, as he imagined 
grown-ups would. 
 His heart skipped a beat, and his face twisted into a portrait of utter 
dread.
 That taste...  I should’ve tested it earlier!  Now what am I going to tell 
everyone?
 They pulled into Grant’s driveway and found the posse patiently 
awaiting the coming of their Messiah and the gift he would bestow.  For the 
first time he could recall, Grant did not know what to say.  Mark tossed a sippy 
cup to everyone and congratulated him on a job well-done.  The rest did like-
wise, but Grant stared emptily into the distance, a nauseous look on his face.
 After a half hour of sipping, chugging, slurring, and swearing, not a 
single one of Grant’s disciples could stand on their own.  They seemed inebri-
ated, but Grant knew this wasn’t the case.
 It was grape juice.  We stole sacramental grape juice!  I thought it was Clos 
du Bois but it was Welch’s!
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 Mark burped as he sang an Irish drinking shanty.  Grant glared at him 
in disgust.  He knew he had failed; why were they deluding themselves?
 He had never seen Mark so outgoing, so rambunctious.  The drink 
had awakened his jovial confidence, long hidden under layers of timidity and 
insecurity.  Grant felt proud, but also confused.  It was just grape juice, after 
all.    
 It’s because they need this, he realized.  Even if it isn’t real, they need 
this.  It gives them purpose, a reason to bring out the qualities they want from 
themselves.  And they need me, too; a blind prophet to give guidance in the place 
of absent parents.  He looked at his sippy cup, a purple tear dribbling from its 
beak.  It’s all about hope.  And that’s one thing I have no right to steal from anyone.
 He downed another big gulp. 
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THE LONGEST STRAW

SCHANDRA ABIGAIL  MADHA

 “Chrissie’s pregnant.”
 Pa unreclines his dusty La-Z-Boy with a yank of the chipping 
faux mahogany lever.  Ma is behind him, fidgeting in the door jam. He 
doesn’t turn around. He folds yesterday’s paper and plants it gently on his 
lap. A well-worn Playboy is pressed between the funnies and a half-solved 
crossword.
 “You’re sure?”
 “A mother knows.”
 Pa scoffs. They had found Christina, nothing but bones, three-
months-from-thirteen, stealing strawberries from Ma’s garden. She had no 
family. Ma and Pa never really adopted her on paper. In the harvest months, 
she was more farmhand than daughter to them. She has lived under their 
roof for six years. Her bones now hide beneath curved flesh and tanned skin. 
Pa has enjoyed watching her grow.
 “Where is she?”
 “Sleeping.”
 “Who was it then?”
 “She says it was Eugene.” 
 Eugene is Ma and Pa’s only child—their only real child. He left for 
Basic nearly two months ago. Pa should be proud, but if his boy dies in some 

67



godforsaken sandpit in a desert who knows where, who would be left to run 
the farm?
 “She says they want to get married, that they’re in love, that she ain’t 
really his sister anyhow—”
 “It ain’t Eugene.”
 “You think she’s lyin’?”
 “She ain’t stupid. She knows she’d be better off with our boy. Ozzy’s 
the daddy.”
 Osvaldo works for Pa in the stables. He is as poor as the shit he 
shovels. Ma is afraid of Pa’s intentions.
 “Maybe it’s Chuy, Pa. You’ve seen how those two carry on.”
 Chuy works in the fields and helps Ma in her garden. She trusts his 
gentle nature.
 “It’s Ozzy.”
 “Well, whoever the daddy is, if her and Eugene want to get hitched, 
why not let ‘em.”
 Pa turns to face Ma. Until now, her eyes have been fixed to the back 
of his balding head, but she averts her gaze quickly to the little porcelain 
schnauzer on the mantle. After thirty-some years of marriage, she had grown 
to hate the sight of Pa’s face. It had become a face far too old for its age, the 
kind of face you might find in an old folks home plastered on every bitter 
relic who won’t even smile for the visiting children’s choir, who won’t even 
smile for anything.
 “She ain’t marryin’ my boy.”
 “She’s gotta marry somebody, Pa. With a baby on the way--”
 Pa turns away again. “She’ll marry Ozzy.” 
 Ma’s eyes return to Pa’s head. “Chuy, Ozzy, does it really matter? If 
Eugene ain’t the daddy, we should ask the boys who is.”
 Ma calls out the window before Pa can object. Chuy enters, followed 
by Ozzy. Ma settles herself on the sofa and scratches nervously at a spot on 
her apron. The farmhands stand before them.
 “Boys, the thing is, you see, Chrissie is, well we think that—”
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 “Christina’s pregnant. Which one of you is the daddy?”
 “Now, boys, you ain’t in any trouble. Just answer Pa.”
 Ma’s eyes plead to Chuy. Pa only looks at Ozzy, and Ozzy knows. 
He would starve without this job. If getting his next meal means marrying 
Christina so the dirty old man can have his way with her, then so be it.
 “I’m the father. It’s me.”
 Pa hides his pleasure.
 “Chuy, you was with Chrissie too, weren’t you. Tell Pa. Tell him, 
Chuy.” 
 Chuy hears the fear in Ma’s voice. He nods.
 “Let’s draw straws.” Pa motions to Ozzy. Ozzy grabs some hay from 
out back. Ma can’t scratch out the spot, no matter how hard she tries.
 “Make it three straws, Ozzy. Don’t forget about our Eugene.”
 Ozzy returns, three straws of hay gripped tightly in his leathery 
hand. 
 “I’ll draw for Eugene. Pa can draw for Ozzy. And Chuy, dear, why 
don’t you draw for yourself.”
 “I will draw first.”
 Pa  reaches out. Ozzy’s eyes almost imperceptibly shift to his right. 
Pa takes the right straw. Ma draws a straw, then Chuy.
 Pa holds his straw up, twisting it between his thumb and forefinger 
in the lamp light, before slipping it into his mouth. He grins widely, like Ma 
hasn’t seen him do in years.
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THE NATURE OF CANNIBALISM

TYLER KERRICK

Before I had a word for my condition, I was just a child with a strange, persis-
tent feeling in my brain. I don’t know when the buzzing inside my skull began, 
but I can trace it as far back as my days in elementary school. In the warmer 
months, when clothes were short and revealing, my focus would become hazy 
as blurs of flesh darted here and there around me. My ears hummed, eyes vi-
brated, mouth watered uncontrollably. At recess, I liked tag the best. I always 
wanted to be “it” so that I could chase them as they desperately fled, shouting 
and elusive. They tried their best to escape my grasp, but inevitably my claw-
ing hand closed the gap and, with primal efficiency, ceased their flight. 

In my sophomore year of high school, I first put a word to my nature. 
I was sharing my first kiss with my first girlfriend, and I thought to myself 
how unbelievably sweet she tasted. I savored the moment as we locked arms 
and lips, and in all of that shock and awe and ecstasy, I saw the images of my 
true self. Chewing, gnawing, nibbling, tearing, shredding—the visions of my 
hellish nature sprung forth in a revolting menagerie. From that moment, my 
mind was forfeit to fear and despair as I struggled to grasp such an astonishing 
concept. Surely I couldn’t be a cannibal. Of all the people in the world, did it 
really have to be me? 

I forced myself through these disturbing thoughts as I numbly pro-
ceeded through my menial schoolwork. The same year as my unfortunate rev-
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elation, we were assigned a project on the age-old discussion of nature versus 
nurture. I knew what subject my presentation would cover. I titled it, “The 
Nature of Cannibalism, by Francis Godfrey.” It was a feeble attempt at cathar-
sis, and a failed one at that. Nurture had its fair share of forgivable transgres-
sors. Ancient and modern tribes of remote parts of the world had tradition on 
their side. They did what was passed down by their elders, simply continuing 
the customs of their people. Others had the good fortune to be victims of star-
vation and, due to their desperate circumstances, were absolved of their sins. 
Their acts were made by choice, however contrary it seemed. Nature, however, 
had only psychopaths and sadists on its side. Jeffrey Dahmer, Albert Fish, Is-
sei Sagawa, The Mauerova family—all of these beasts, barely fathomable in 
their horror, were the only examples of natural cannibalistic instinct. The class 
believed my presentation was quite amusing. There were a few giggles here 
and there, and it became clear to me that they saw my report as a joke—a 
sarcastic attempt to acquit these horrid creatures of their crimes. My teacher 
shared their belief, but not their amusement. After an unpleasant stint in the 
principal’s office, I was congratulated by my peers for my hilarious report. I 
was king for a day. 

That night I wept. I wasn’t anything like those giggling students, nor 
was I anything like those vile sociopaths. I would never torture anyone. I was 
no sadist, no murderer. I was not a beast without conscience, but who would 
ever care? I was a cannibal; I was a monster; I was completely alone.  

***

 Over the years, I harbored a constant pain in the pit of my stomach. 
I felt the scorn of God, chosen especially by him to suffer unendingly until 
the day I died, and I wished that day would come each night that I drifted 
into uneasy sleep. I first attempted death in my junior year of high school. My 
parents did not own any firearms, so I opted to slit my wrists instead. Tearing 
open my skin with glinting steel, watching as my blood poured to the floor—
it would be gruesome, but at least that short time of fear and doubt would put 
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an end to a lifetime of horror.
I sat on the edge of my bed, staring at myself in the mirror across the 

room. My eyes were dark with insomnia and my skin pale with despair. I could 
see the desire to die behind my eyes, my soul pleading for release. I closed 
my eyes tightly and felt my breath catch in my throat. The shimmering edge 
trembled closer to my wrist, and the sudden cold of the crude razor made my 
skin tighten. In defiance of all my desolation, I dropped the blade. I sat for a 
while staring at the sharp edge, clean and unstained on the ground. How, after 
all of my suffering, could I allow myself to live? I was a wretched monster, 
destined to be another grim face on the news striking fear into the hearts of 
peaceful, God-fearing families everywhere. However, my will to live persisted, 
almost supernaturally. I was so pathetic I could not even slay a helpless beast. 

***

In my early twenties, as my college years began to catch stride, the pains in 
my stomach and shrieking voices in my head reached a point of unbearable 
intensity. I knew that if I didn’t find a way to alleviate the pressure, then I 
might find myself unintentionally seeking out somebody to bear my burden. I 
drove out, into the night, with wide eyes, racing heart, and howling stomach. 
The headlights split the early morning darkness as the white lines beckoned 
me through the night. I blasted the radio and A/C in an attempt to calm my 
nerves, but the buzzing in my ears could not be overpowered. After a long, 
anxiety-riddled journey, I arrived at my destination: Cheron’s Ferry—Cem-
etery and Mortuary. Had I not been so fiendishly distracted, I would have 
been wholly uncomfortable. My family, being relatively young, healthy, or 
estranged, had yet to suffer an encounter with mortality. Before the following 
event, I had never seen a dead body in person, so the interior of a funeral home 
was a mystery. Normally, I would avoid such gloomy environments, but the 
beast behind my eyes forced me onward. 

I exited my car, a ski mask over my head and a small handbag in tow. 
In the bag I carried a hammer, a wrench, a screwdriver (previously being a law 
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-abiding citizen, I was not sure what tools a burglar might require). Along 
with these tools was a scalpel that I had stolen from a biology lab a year before. 
I never planned on using the instrument, but as the present tale proves, it was 
convenient that I had acquired it. 
 I looked around a few corners to be sure that there were no onlookers, 
and then I approached the glass door. I reached in my bag for my hammer, 
only to incidentally produce the wrench. As any tool that is heavy and blunt is 
a tool for destruction, I made do. The heavy tool shattered the brittle barrier, 
so I carefully pushed my arm through the breach and twisted the deadbolt 
open. The welcoming room was dark and gloomy. The carpet was plush and 
thick. The room was filled with the scent of flowers and potpourri. The thick 
atmosphere made my face itchy and hot under the warm mask, but I didn’t 
dare remove it. Through this film of lingering sorrow and suffocating perfume 
I waded around the building looking for a path that might lead to my twisted 
fantasy’s realization. After a few minutes of aimless wandering, I found a small 
staircase leading to a dark and dreary basement. I had found my prize. 
 Down the steps and into the darkness, I felt along the wall for a light 
switch as I realized that I hadn’t thought to bring a flashlight. My wandering 
hand found a door instead, and upon opening it, the air seemed to be ab-
sorbed into the room with a whistle. I felt a sudden chill on my exposed wrists 
and wide eyes. A quick, visionless search of the wall found a pair of switches 
that released blinding, fluorescent blue. 

Stainless white linoleum stretched from sterile wall to sterile wall. 
Gleaming steel tables sat motionless in the middle of the room, and match-
ing lockers of considerable size lined the wall. I stood in the doorway for a 
moment, soaking in the scene. I felt no joy. I felt apprehension. If I didn’t go 
through with my plan, who knows what atrocities I might commit on the liv-
ing. Here, however, there was no real casualty. No one was going to be hurt. It 
was a victimless crime. Nobody would notice a minor wound through a layer 
of tailored suit and plush bedding. I quickly and with business-like intent ad-
vanced toward the matrix of drawers. The first few drawers were fruitless, but 
the fourth or fifth choice produced the pale treasure I sought. 
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 Upon opening the door, I immediately noticed the sickening smell. 
It wasn’t rancid, but rather the chemical stench of preservatives that kept my 
specimen from rotting. I continued to breathe in short, restrained breaths in 
an attempt to quell the suffocating aroma. First to emerge from the dark cell 
were the toes, pale and bloated. The feet followed, with veins and tendons fro-
zen in rigor mortis. From there, his legs protruded, bleached hair coating the 
thin skin and varicose trails creating a map of black and green across the geog-
raphy of his calves. His genitals were meek and wrinkled, shriveled by lack of 
warmth inside and out. His torso, partly covered with grey patches of fur, was 
plump yet firm, the product, most likely, of a blue-collar lifestyle. His hands 
were tanned and rough, and his arms were firm. They seemed to me like the 
arms of a father seen through the eyes of a child: impervious and omnipotent. 

Finally, his face rolled coldly into view. He looked very much like a 
grandfather. Something about his face made me see visions of the life he once 
had. There was a family who loved him, and whom he loved back. He worked 
to feed his loved ones, to keep them alive and well. Now, even in death, he 
was silent and unmoving, ready to give himself for my selfish needs. A sense of 
guilt came over me as I removed the scalpel from my bag. Nobody could ever 
consent to something like this, but perhaps he, in his afterlife, would see fit to 
forgive my wretched soul. I silently prayed that he would.
 Removing the plastic cap from the gleaming blade, I held the scalpel 
firmly in my quivering hands. I looked over his naked body for a spot that 
looked tempting, but a frozen carcass doesn’t present many points of interest. I 
spied a firm yet tender patch of flesh just below his hip, on the side of his rear. 
With mouth dry and blood hot, I made the incision. Immediately, my nostrils 
were ravaged with the formaldehyde’s putrid scent, far more intense than it 
had been prior. It halted my breath and I turned my head away to regain my 
senses. My inner humanity begged me to abstain my hand, but my aching 
stomach pushed me onward. 

I turned back again to the slice of flesh. I continued sawing into the 
man’s flesh through several layers of pale skin. Sickening fluid slowly seeped 
out, clear and crawling. I finally reached a different color of meat underneath 
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the dead skin. I licked my lips with a sandpaper tongue. I began to slice more 
and more greedily until, with a sudden jerk, the resistance gave way. I slowly 
pulled the brown-white chunk from the body, rotating it slowly in the buzz-
ing blue light of the mortuary. The morsel glistened in a clear marinade as I 
brought it closer to my quivering lips.
 I wish that I could say that my venture had been worthwhile, that the 
reward was worth the risk, but unfortunately, the products of my conquest 
were a little more spoiled than spoils. The putrid taste of bitter false-life fluid 
reacted viscerally with my insides. My stomach began to burn as if I had swal-
lowed a mound of coals. I quickly wheeled the desecrated old man into his 
transitory tomb, grabbed my tools, hastily leapt into my car, and fled from the 
mortuary. A mile away, I pulled over to evacuate the essence of that man, his 
post-mortem vengeance coming full-force. My life of repression and restraint 
culminated there in an acidic puddle by the side of the road, steam rising into 
the cool night air.
 Ironically, my failure to alleviate my hunger caused my instinct to 
fade away. The thought of human flesh was accompanied by bitter nausea, 
much like one might avoid a restaurant that resulted in a violent bout with 
food poisoning. I grew content with consuming the foods of man. The meats 
and fruits of civilized society gained an appreciation from me that they had 
never captured before. Beef tasted savory, apples sweet, coffee bitter. However, 
even with this newfound appreciation, there was a void. Deep inside, there 
was an emptiness that hounded me with tremors of fear and angst and anxiety. 
For half a decade, my body was tense; my emotions were facades; my words 
were lies. Anybody I called my friend was a husk; anybody whom I claimed 
to love was an empty shell. Every aspect of life mocked and mimicked me: the 
poor boy destined to suffer for eternity, in this life and the next. I succumbed 
to sorrow again, and I realized, with tragic irony, that without the very nature 
of my being that I detested, I was nothing. The sole reason I existed was for 
a single obsession. My craving had dissipated, and with it, my claim to exis-
tence. In this bottomless pit, I discovered a new obsession, a new aspiration. I 
found my Carmen. 
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We met at a party that was thrown by a mutual acquaintance. I de-
cided to attend in order to maintain appearances for people I didn’t like. The 
affair was loud, lewd, and dull, and I had taken about as much socialization 
as I could handle. That’s when I saw her. Carmen Burgess came into my life 
like a beam of light cutting the dark of a starless night. From across the room, 
through a sea of people, she glided toward me. All else faded from view. She 
was a few inches shorter than me, with skin tan and tender. Her hair was like 
a flood of smooth chocolate flowing around her slender neck and careening 
down her supple shoulders in waves. Her eyes were green and bright like sweet 
crystals, and they reached so far into my soul that I feared I would betray 
my darkest secrets before a word was ever spoken. Her flanks were firm and 
wide, her rump soft yet solid. Her thighs moved with a slight jiggle, and they 
had just enough fat to give them a succulent, round silhouette. Her slightly 
protruding belly said she was healthy yet well fed. Her breasts were ample and 
complimented the rest of her figure wonderfully. 

The moment I saw her I ceased to breathe, and that was the moment 
I gave up my life. My soul—wretched and wicked thing—was forfeit. I was 
encompassed in an aura of white noise. My senses went numb all at once to 
everything else. My ears buzzed and my mind focused on my newfound insa-
tiable desire. I wanted her all to myself. I wanted to consume her essence, and 
I wanted her to consume mine. This, above all else, was my aspiration.

As I stared at her, dazed, she gracefully approached me with a coy 
smile, swiveling hips. She introduced herself with a soft yet powerful voice, 
and its sweet tone was the only thing I could hear over the familiar vibrations 
in my skull. With every ounce of energy I had, I put on a charming disposition 
to hide the overwhelming desire that pumped through my veins. She was a 
year younger than me, the youngest of three girls. She was born in Brooklyn, 
New York, but moved here to California to try her luck as an actress. She had 
some face time as an extra in a few smaller films, but no lines yet. Perhaps one 
day soon, she’d get her lucky break.

Minutes passed into hours as we talked, and the world around us was 
a blur as I lost myself in her presence. It was like a beautiful purgatory—stuck 
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in infinite bliss with this wonderful creature. The party began to wind down 
after a while, but I insisted to her that we continue elsewhere, as daylight was 
still a ways off. To my pleasure, she accepted, and we made our way out into 
the night, beginning a blissful journey in my previously dreary life.
 Days, weeks, months—I crept ever closer into her favor, gaining trust 
little by little. I didn’t dare act with haste lest I frighten her away. Through 
strenuous effort and unwavering restraint, the day for which I longed arrived. 
In an intimate moment in the dark night, as the earth cast off the heat of day-
light, our lips intertwined in a delightful concoction. Her saliva was sweet and 
quenched a lifetime of thirst. Her wriggling tongue was thick and juicy in my 
watering mouth. With primal eyes, she pulled me from the couch with fierce 
grip and led me deeper into her den. 

We tore through her apartment as we locked lips and ripped off our 
clothing. She threw herself backward onto the mattress, her bare stomach and 
breasts begging me closer. Her skin glistened, saturated with salty sweat. She 
smiled at me with boiling anticipation and hungry eyes. I licked my lips and 
crawled onto her, eager to indulge her appetite. We began to tear at each other, 
consume each other with uncontrollable lust. Top to bottom, I sampled her 
tender body. Her mouth was fresh; her navel was savory; her thighs were delec-
table. I worked my way around her body, absorbing every ounce that I could. 
I relished her erotic aroma. 

Nearing the climax of our intercourse, however, something rather pe-
culiar occurred. As she sat with her back to me, something beckoned with 
mysterious strength, and I found myself enraptured by this unseen, bewitch-
ing sensation. In a moment of blind passion, I ever so slightly sank my teeth 
into the hide of her shoulder. She gave a slight gasp in surprise, and I froze. 
My face grew hot as the room began to vibrate. Even her breath halted briefly. 

I thought for sure I had condemned my heart to desolation. Sud-
denly, unbelievable as it is, and whether or not you believe it to be true, with 
terrifying beauty, she allowed me to continue. The ecstasy of the moment was 
unspeakable. I bit into her flesh harder, my appetite growing with every pass-
ing second. She didn’t stop me, and after a while, I was scared that I might 
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not be able to if she tried. Even when some of her blood gently trickled from 
her, she didn’t stop me. I was numb with joy, and the buzzing in my brain was 
deafening by the time we reached our apex. She cried out, howled to the sky. 
We were animals, beasts succumbing to our base nature. In that moment, we 
became one being. I could feel her inside of me and me inside her.

Limp with satisfaction and exhaustion, I left her lying in our fluids 
and filth. A pillar of artificial, buzzing blue light split the darkness as I entered 
the bathroom, leaving her breathless and quiet. My feet, hot with rushing 
blood, felt cold on the clean, white linoleum. I splashed water on my damp 
face, washing away the sweat as it began to dry. I gazed at myself in the mirror, 
muscles weary from the mutual struggle and eyes beaming with glee. What an 
angel I had found in beautiful Carmen. I had found what it was I had been 
looking for these many years—someone who accepted me, who made me feel 
comfortable and free. All those dark nights I spent crying pitifully into my pil-
low—all those wasted years of despair and sorrow—it all culminated into this 
moment of blissful clarity. To what depravity can my nature succumb with my 
sweet Carmen? What demons do I have to fear with my divine Carmen? What 
black bile in my soul can’t be eradicated with my delicate Carmen? Here with 
her, in this holy lair, I would find absolution.

I felt her call out to me from the bedroom. I opened the door, the 
buzzing, fluorescent bulb once again parting the twilight air, and in the bright-
ness I saw her hungry eyes sparkling. Their green vortexes beckoned me back 
into her arms. She laid seductively still in the blue beam, her succulent curves 
and plump breasts tempting me with devilish intent. I smiled a wide, bright 
smile, turned off the glowing light and returned back into the darkness. Slip-
ping into the warm, damp sheets, I resumed my beautiful consummation.
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PITTER-PATTER

SCHANDRA ABIGAIL  MADHA

Bricks are not as strong as metaphor lays them. Water carved the Grand 
Canyon. An office building means little to the rain. But the elements are 
good for the construction business. Last month, the boss received a contract 
to reface an old brick and mortar at the university. Today, we’ll finish the 
west wall. Tomorrow morning, we’ll start on the grout of the east. Each 
rust-red side looks much like the last, but I’ll miss the view from the west. 
An architecture professor works in the second-story. Her own drafts lay the 
foundation for ungraded towers of undergraduate essays. Two weeks I passed 
her pane unnoticed: 
 Casting light upon the lake
  but cannot melt the ice
    January sun

Each quitting time, there’s music in the scaffolding—the clatter-pat-bang of 
metal upon metal. Heel-toeing steel-toed boots descend five flights of ladder 
rungs no wider than her wrists; wrists attached to slender fingers going pitter-
patter on black plastic keys. The like-clockwork cacophony draws her gaze 
from the warmth of her screen no more than the melody of afternoon showers 
on her window:
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    The crescendo of rainstorms
     drown out discordant tears
             like falling curtains

Somewhere below, a strand of black hair slips onto her cheek. Up here, the 
west wall has been refaced. Quitting time. We descend and the drumline starts. 
Fourth floor. A balding economics professor. Third floor. A well-fed biologist. 
Second floor. For the last time: her. She draws a pen up to her lips to bite her 
way through the ache of concentration. I miss the next step and slide down the 
last ladder like a raindrop too eager to lose itself in the puddle.
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TWO BOATS

RACHAEL MADISON

It had been three days, and Karl couldn’t sleep.  He stared out ahead of him as 
he sat on the grassy corner of 5th and Thompson, his arms wrapped around 
his bent knees where he placed his chin. His salty tears were beginning to clean 
away some of the dirt on his kneecaps, leaving small spots on his skin.  The 
white columns of the State History Museum across the street and the parking 
lot to his left began to fade as he disappeared into his memory. Karl’s trance 
was only broken when a man let out a sneeze while walking on the sidewalk.  

Iz had liked to watch people sneeze. She always said that was how 
the body got rid of bad thoughts. “I bet that guy just thought about kicking 
that little shit of a dog. That’s why he just snotted everywhere.” Karl could 
imagine her saying it. He had never heard her sneeze, so he trusted her with 
his entirety. 
 It had been three days since he last heard the squeak their smoke-
stained lungs made when they both laughed for too long. Karl remembered 
Iz’s smile, her wrinkles bunching up around the hill of her cheeks like crum-
pled newspaper. He could see her frizzy dreads slapping her in the face as she 
turned her head back and forth.  
 Karl rested his sideways head on his folded knees to look at the circle 
of dirt next to him. Iz’s spot. She sat there so many times that the compacted 
dirt stopped clinging to the seat of her pants. It must have figured she would 
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be coming back.  
 Iz had wandered into Karl’s life three years before. He vividly remem-
bered when he first met her. Moments before she showed up, a big-shouldered 
man in a black pea coat had kicked Karl’s coffee can straight into the street, 
making it roll under a black BMW that was stalled at the stoplight. After stop-
ping traffic to crawl under the humming motor, Karl spent the next few stop-
lights dodging cars to pick up the scattered change.  He collected the dimes, 
nickels, and quarters and slumped back down in the grass, where he felt Iz’s 
neon pink fingernail poke him in the back. He looked up to see a 29-year-old, 
dreadlocked princess. She pointed at her pillowcase of belongings and plopped 
down on the grass next to him. Soon after, she moved into his sleeping bag, 
directly beneath the bridge of Interstate 10.   
 

***

Whenever Karl’s dad spilled coffee on his magazines, he outlined the stains 
with a ballpoint pen. The stains wrinkled the cleavage of half-naked Victoria 
Fuller from January’s Playboy and the hood of a ’65 Chevy Corvette on the 
cover of Classic Cars. The brown, outlined drops dotted every magazine cover 
in the home. Karl’s dad liked to point out mistakes.  
  Karl grew up with his father in a brown and beige R.V. in an R.V. 
Park called Rollingwood Haven. Trapped in a wood-paneled box-on-wheels, 
Karl had perpetually stubbed toes from kicking his father’s empty liquor bot-
tles. Above the door hung a yellow construction hat while a settlement pa-
per was duct-taped to the frame. Addressed to Harry Walter Redmond, the 
paper detailed the legal proceedings that awarded $175,000 to the victim of 
a malfunctioned ladder. The yellowing letter was dated in 1970, ten years be-
fore baby Karl sprouted his shaggy brown hair into a muddy marriage. Harry 
hadn’t worked a day in his life since. 
 That didn’t stop Harry from squeezing every dime he could out of his 
son. “When the hell are you getting a job? You eat all the food I suffered to get. 
Meanwhile, you walk around in the woods all day with your head up your ass,” 
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he would say after a few glasses of whiskey.  After hearing these yells bounce 
around the eight-feet-by-fifteen-feet cabin more than a hundred times, Karl 
moved his bed outside under the rig at the age of 15. When it would rain, he 
waited until he could hear Harry’s snores vibrating the R.V. and then would 
creep inside, push away the bottles and bundle himself in whatever space he 
could find.   
 Karl’s mom had left them when he was too young to remember. Any 
time her name was mentioned, Karl’s father drank till he dropped. The only 
pictures of her usually lined the bottom of his father’s ash tray. Any time Harry 
left, Karl would pull the wrinkled picture from the ashes, trying to piece to-
gether some image of his mother.  Beneath the sprinkles of ash lay the out-
of-focus picture of a brunette woman. Her eyes were closed in nearly every 
photograph; in their place was the blue, green, or red blush popping out of 
the picture. The flash of the camera caught her in a glowing island of pixels, 
making everything white as the darkness of the night enclosed her. He never 
saw her without blue jeans wrapped around her skinny legs or a cigarette in 
her spindly hands. 

The burnt ash from her ex-husband’s Marlboros clung to a speckle of 
rust-red toenails as they survived the blur of the Polaroid.  
 One Monday in August, when Karl was 17, Harry had come back 
to his motorhome to find his son staring at the picture. He drunkenly swung 
a bottle of gin at the boy’s shoulders. “You might as well look in a mirror 
you dumb fuck, you look just like that whore.” Dropping the bottle, Harry 
grabbed Karl’s shirt and flung his son out the door. 

That night, Karl grabbed his sleeping bag and started walking west. 

***

Fourteen years later Karl found himself under Interstate 10, stuck beneath the 
thunder of drivers hurrying towards each end of the country until they drove 
straight into the infinite hills of ocean. With each day’s passing, he imagined 
the tar of the highway jumping into the mouth of the sun in the east and then 
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being carried across the sky and downwards along the western horizon, wrap-
ping his world like a safety belt. When he had described this to Iz, his arms 
arching in the air in a semi-circle, she burst out laughing. 
 “Mommy problems much?” She had said as she patted his faded green 
t-shirt with her tattooed palm. 
 “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 “It just sounds like you want someone to tuck you into bed or some-
thing. No, maybe you just want a world with more pants. Or more belts.” The 
inked word “freedom” was touching the green cotton shoulder again.
 “Coming from the girl who tried to burn down her stepmom’s kitch-
en…” Karl had watched Iz look down at her feet. 
 “Yeah, well, keyword ‘tried.’ Anyways she was a bitch and that was 
forever ago.” 

He had liked when she sat down to the right of him. Iz usually wore 
a blue spaghetti strap with a hole that broke the seam that ran down to her 
left hip bone. He liked to see the sprinkle of tan skin poking out of the fabric. 
When her left arm fell to her side, he could see her colored owl tattoo filling 
his peripherals. 

The two kept a Folgers coffee can at their feet as they sat on the corner 
of 5th and Thompson. Tourists visiting the museum occasionally tossed in a 
quarter or two depending on how persuasive their cardboard sign was for the 
day. On days when they used Iz’s sign that said “Parents died, need funeral 
money,” they usually got enough money for two $7 dinners, a pack of ciga-
rettes, and a cheap bottle of vodka. Karl’s less than innovative “Help, $” sign 
managed to rake in a mere value meal at the McDonald’s down the street. Karl 
didn’t think he was good enough for Iz’s company, this whirlwind of a girl 
who could make million-dollar signs. She stuck around though, for reasons he 
wasn’t sure of, making him the happiest he had been. 

Once nighttime started hugging the streets, Karl and Iz routinely ate 
dinner, poured the liquor they bought down a sewer drain and bounced the 
plastic liquor bottles down the bridge’s concrete embankment.  They had de-
cided to rid the world of alcohol, one bottle at a time. Iz’s father had dealt with 
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his wife by downing Wild Turkey. Iz believed that if such a venom existed that 
allowed a man to tolerate such an evil woman to live in his home with his 
daughter, then that venom needed to be destroyed. Karl followed her every 
word. 

Each evening they drew cartoons on the bridge’s concrete beams until 
they finally fell asleep. Some nights they lived in a world of cartoon lizards 
while others were filled with stick figure warriors. The black ink covered the 
concrete in a 3-year cartoon saga.  

The first night they had embraced each other, Iz’s warmth had felt for-
eign to Karl, but now he couldn’t sleep without it. Her dreads rustled against 
his forehead while her calloused hands grabbed his. He would kiss her good-
night, and they would fall asleep beneath the silent world of animations.   

***

Iz’s cough had started six months before she died. It was the first week of 
March when she started to notice it. The coffee shop on 6th and Rose had 
painted their store windows every March with a picture of a grungy lepre-
chaun looking for a pot of gold in the shape of a coffee cup. The words “Check 
out the 6th annual Coffee Festival and you’ll find a goldmine of flavors” colored 
the entire window.  When the sun hit the shop just right, the letters’ shadows 
gave the coffee shop customers the appearance that they had strange mustach-
es and unibrows. Karl and Iz liked to stand on the outside of the window at 
least once a week and admire the new hair styles the customers had acquired. 

“That guy was bald when he walked in. Somehow, with this magi-
cal coffee, you too can grow hair in the newly patented S-shape.” Iz’s lungs 
squeaked with laughter as Karl narrated the coffee shop transformations. 

“Be like your main man Charlie Bro—” And before she could finish 
her sentence, a coughing fit erupted. Iz hunched over, bending her knees until 
she was kneeling on the ground, piercing the air with high-velocity coughs.  

After the Coffee Festival, the number of coughing fits gradually in-
creased. Iz usually coughed into her shoulder until blood started speckling 
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her owl tattoo. Karl started reserving money from the coffee can for a box of 
tissues. 

Iz refused to see a doctor. “My stepmom was a doctor. Those people 
shouldn’t be trusted. They study so much they go insane, that’s my theory at 
least,” she had told Karl after he begged her to walk into a clinic. He knew 
there was no forcing Iz to do what he wanted. He had loved her for her stub-
bornness. 

The night she died, Karl woke up to the interrupted rhythm of her 
chest rising and falling against his. Her eyelids trapped her green eyes as her 
tattoo colored a motionless shoulder. The dirt beneath Karl’s fingernails dark-
ened against the paleness of Iz’s skin as his fingers clasped around her elbow 
and thigh. He carried his dreadlocked beam of light twenty blocks to the near-
est hospital, forgetting any hesitance Iz had felt about doctors. He ran into 
the air-conditioned Emergency Room bare-footed, wide-eyed and desperately 
pleading for help.  After two hours, a doctor sat next to him in the waiting 
room, grabbed his shoulder, and told him to say goodbye. 

Walking home from the hospital that night, the cold of early dawn 
had stung every inch of his body. He came back to his sleeping bag and laid 
down beneath the concrete beam that hung over him and Iz for so many 
nights. He began to trace the Sharpie doodles with his eyes. He stared at the 
drawing of two steamboats with steam pouring out of their smokestacks. They 
raced towards each other across giant waves. The boats had eyes filled with 
hearts, one called S.S. Iz and the other S.S. Cutie. A picture of an owl rested 
on the bottom of S.S. Iz while the date 9/9 floated on the waves.

***

It had been three days since Iz died, and Karl couldn’t sleep. 
The snapshots of 9/9 flooded Karl’s memory as ants started crawling 

up his holey tennis shoes. 
On the 9th of September, as tourists had poured out of a fall botanic 

exhibition at the museum, Karl and Iz had talked about how they had ended 
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up at 5th and Thompson. 
 “I pretty much just followed the highway. I know people used to 

follow rivers to find where they need to be, but I figured I had spent too 
much time in Rollingwood and needed to find a city.” He waved at a couple 
who stuffed two dollar bills into the coffee can as they discussed the beautiful 
blooms of Baileya multiradiata.  

“Well, I started in North Carolina, and I don’t know how the hell I 
ended up here. Some truck drivers took me this way and that and now I’m 
here with you,” Iz said, stopping for a second to shake her head and point at 
a passerby who had sneezed into his hand.  After concluding the man had 
thought about jaywalking, she continued, “We’re like two lost boats on your 
highway river who happened to run into each other.” 

“I like that…‘Highway River.’ Sounds cool. Baby, won’t you be my 
floatie?” 

Karl laughed as Iz punched him in the shoulder.
“Yeah, whatever,” she said.  
After they had scarfed down their burger and poured out the liquor 

that evening, Iz grabbed the sign-making Sharpie and drew the boats. She 
made sure the cartoon was positioned directly above their heads so that it 
would be the first thing they saw when they woke up in the morning. 

***
Before Iz, he could at least feel the city’s movement around him. He was sur-
rounded by living, breathing city-goers. They drove on the bridge whose con-
crete rested inches from his face at night, they walked on the sidewalks only 
meters down the embankment from where he slept, and they stared at him 
as they walked past.  Now, the people transformed into a storm of non-Iz’s. A 
population of non-tattooed, sneezing objects stomped on the sidewalks that 
Iz used to paint with her brilliance. Karl entombed himself in the casket of 
cartoons, unable to sleep without the radiating warmth of Iz. 

He had been moving between the grassy corner and back to his sleep-
ing bag, walking up and down the embankment without thought. Near the 
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top of the embankment, he became transfixed on the illustrated stories above 
him. He hadn’t closed his eyes for more than a full second at a time. Hunger 
would force him to slide down and sit next to Iz’s dirt circle to wait for money. 
He had been completing the same zombie pattern for three days. 

On the third day following Iz’s death, he spent most of his time sitting 
next to the intersection in hopes of receiving money for food. Rather than the 
palette of colors that used to glow from Iz’s shoulder on his right, Karl could 
only see the dirt and grass. The realization forced tears to fill his eyes, blurring 
out the street in front of him. 

The green of the stoplights filled his vision like watercolors. Like a 
ghost, Iz’s green eyes appeared in front of him. He pieced together her freck-
led nose and her sun-kissed cheeks. As soon as the light turned red, her face 
disappeared. 

He sat at the corner, anxious for the green lights to bring Iz back to 
him. His growling stomach brought him out of his trance. He checked the 
bucket and collected his change.  

He walked two blocks to go get his value meal dinner and then re-
turned to the corner. He sat down and a flock of pigeons started to gather. 
Their fat, grey bodies circled around Karl’s legs as he clogged his mouth with 
a McDonald’s cheeseburger.  Karl heard the flutter of wings from the hungry 
birds as he stared at Iz’s face in the green light. The sound shot him straight 
back to Iz flipping through their nightly earnings. 

“I think we may be able to afford a glass bottle this time,” she said, 
thumbing through the dollar bills. “Where do you think the ceremonial 
smashing should occur?” 

“How about against the liquor store wall? You’re fiery enough as it is. 
Maybe if you pee on it your unfulfilled dream of arson can come true.” Karl 
could clearly picture her scrunched face as she stuck her tongue out at him. 

He threw more and more fries out to attract the birds, occasionally 
kicking out his foot to make them flap their wings. Iz’s image grew clearer and 
clearer in his mind. The sound of the wings re-animated her, blocking out his 
memory of her pallid hands as they hung down from his arms.
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Karl wanted to keep sculpting Iz; he had to.  He stood up and walked 
down the sidewalk, eyeing everything around him. The cars that stopped at 
the stoplight exhaled warm exhaust that hit his shins. The warmth of her em-
brace raced back to him. The pages of old newspapers fluttered in the wind, 
heaving as the breeze curled the sheets around the city. As they rose and fell, 
Karl could picture Iz’s chest rising and falling as she cackled with laughter. 

“Charlie Brown! Be like Charlie Brown!” He could hear her scream-
ing at the top of her healthy lungs in front of the coffee shop window. 

He walked from street corner to street corner, anxious for the green 
lights. He caught a graffiti wall in the corner of his eye that made him stop 
where he was. He sat down, making sure the wall was to the right of him.   

An overwhelming tiredness consumed him as Iz’s wholeness started to 
reshape. He stood up and stepped off the sidewalk. He headed back towards 
the bridge, stooping down every few steps to feel the dreads of grass against his 
fingers.  He laid down, hoping that if he could sleep, he would dream of her. 
But he couldn’t feel the clasp of her hands around his. 

***

“Since you grew up under an R.V., you’re probably weird, right?” It had been 
a particularly cold night in July when Iz burst out with this question. She had 
been lying next to him, staring at the constellation of doodles above them. She 
had just seen Karl draw the underside of an oil pan on a small section of the 
concrete beam above them. 

“I’ve been around the city long enough to adjust. A few friends and 
I once lived together in an actual house, if you can believe it. Only lasted a 
couple months, I got weirded out. I like the outdoors, reminds me I’m not 
trapped, you know?”  

“I guess. I mean, I think you’re pretty fucking weird. I like it though. 
I like you. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you sneeze. You’re a good weird,” Iz said, 
and she closed her hand around his. 

89



***

He needed to feel her fingers against his again, her heartbeat coursing through 
his own.  He couldn’t remember the touch of her skin as it crinkled around 
his. His desperation paralyzed him beneath the bridge of Interstate 10.  The 
rhythmic beat of the cars overhead echoed around him. As the rubber tires 
rolled over each crack, a hollow pulse began to seep into Karl’s body. He closed 
his eyes, falling into a world of dreams as Iz’s heart started to beat all around 
him.     
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NONFICTION



ABUEL A

At six in the morning on the Thanksgiving when I was eighteen, I pulled five 
Granny Smiths out of the fridge with a particular violence that rattled the mag-
nets attached to the front. Jars of spices were wrestled from their spots in the 
cupboard, the paring knife washed and set aside, and baking utensils—a pie tin, 
mixing bowl, measuring cups and spoons—were loudly set onto the counter be-
fore I realized two things: the first, that I was angry; the second, that I had woken 
my mother up. I’d memorized the sound of her gait long ago, so as I heard her 
staccato, shuffling steps approach the counter that separated us, I smoothed out 
the lines on my face and grabbed the apple corer from the drawer to my right.  
 “Honey, why are you up so early?” The lopsided smile on her face, 
coupled with the rebellious curls of dark hair sticking up at the crown of her 
head, made me feel guilty. 
 I breathed deeply and forced a thin smile, trying my best to sound 
as happy as I could. “Just thought I’d get a head start on the pie, since you’ll 
be making the turkey and stuff later.” My mother mumbled a response—
something about being proud of me and looking forward to the dessert—and 
retreated to her bedroom to get some more sleep. I moved over to the sink 
and began peeling shining green skin, watching slivers of various sizes slide 
down the garbage disposal when sadness, thick and heavy, blossomed through 
my chest, suffocating me. A technicolor memory, a bit faded like a sixties 
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photograph, had wormed its way into the back of my skull—one of my grand-
mother teaching me how to peel a potato twelve years ago.

*** 

I have a habit of looking back on momentous events of my life, wheth-
er good or bad, as if they’re scenes from movies. As if I’m the dashing 
heroine being subjected to horrendous occurrences, and it’s only a mat-
ter of time before I succumb or shatter the bell jar. The memory of the 
phone call is sharp in some places, but blurry in others. I distinctly recall 
the fact that my hair was in my face, obscuring my mother’s expression as 
my uncle’s voice lit up the line. I could hear him, even over the wind—he 
was frantic, a rarity in all the time I’d known him. I don’t remember what 
my mother said to him, how she replied to the news. But I will never for-
get the uncharacteristic strength in my voice when I vehemently opposed 
staying home once she told me she was heading to Hermann Memorial.  
 “I’m with you, Mom. Let’s go.”
 My love for food and cooking originated from mid-morning les-
sons as a child, in a kitchen that always smelled like spices—achiote, cilantro, 
sometimes paprika, mixed with polka dots of dried red peppers—where my 
grandmother could be found at any hour of the day, humming along to a tune 
only she knew the melody to. The joy she emanated in the hours I spent with 
her was enough to brighten the stained off-white walls of the three-bedroom, 
enough to make my childhood sparkle and glisten and shine. I’d always watch 
her with a sort of dazed fascination as her nimble, veiny fingers flew between 
switches and dials, turned the heat up on one burner and resumed stirring the 
chicken soup she’d been simmering for the past hour. “For the flavors,” she’d 
whisper to me, in fractured English. I’d always smile, like we were sharing a 
secret. 

***
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The drive passed too quickly. We hadn’t even taken the time to pack overnight 
bags. My mother drove at a consistent speed for the entire trip—a steady 
eighty-five miles per hour. I would have considered the absence of DPS of-
ficers a blessing during any other circumstance. 
 I have always hated hospitals. I assume this is a feeling I share with 
most people—the hatred of the sterile, plastic smell, the muted, dank, pastel 
threads woven into every sheet, robe, and curtain. The emergency room of 
Hermann Memorial on that night in April was no different, except it con-
tained more blood and more noise than any room I’d ever been in. I followed 
my mother blindly, through hallways I presumed she knew how to navigate, 
when I found myself standing in front of my uncle, who proceeded to explain 
the details of my grandmother’s accident. She’d been in the kitchen when she’d 
fallen and hit her head, which had caused the stroke that’d landed her here. (I 
remember thinking: “In the kitchen. How funny. She would laugh at that.”) I 
excused myself from the conversation to run to the bathroom and throw up. 
 Her room in ICU was too dim; it exuded an aura of death that I re-
fused to acknowledge so early on. “My grandmother’s a fighter,” I told a nurse 
at one in the morning. “She’s too stubborn to die.” My smile must not have 
convinced her; she only squeezed my shoulder and walked away. 
 A couple of nurses came in thirty minutes later with this little hand-
held machine to test her reflexes. The younger one, dressed in deep turquoise 
scrubs, black hair tied securely in a high ponytail, pushed hard on my grand-
mother’s chest. Her left arm, up to the elbow, shot up in response and my moth-
er and I held hands and grinned at each other among all those tubes and wires. 
“Look, Mom,” I said. “She can probably hear us. Why don’t we talk to her?”  
 For the next hour, while my mom went to the cafeteria to eat a meal 
and drink an absurd amount of coffee, I spoke broken Spanish to the other 
woman who had raised me, trying my best to let her know that I loved her. 
 At the insistence of my mother, I was to spend the rest of the night 
at my uncle’s house in Pearland. She was combing through my hair with her 
fingers while she said this, in an attempt to relax and convince me. It worked, 
but I couldn’t help insisting that I’d be back, that there was no way I was leav-
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ing her to handle this alone. I could hear her sigh, watery and trembling, and 
I didn’t dare turn to look at her face. 
 Upon arriving the next morning, I saw the hopelessness in my moth-
er’s expression. She was pale and haggard and tired, and I didn’t want to ask. I 
didn’t want to know. 
 Each word was punctuated by a rasping sob—breathy, drowning 
gasps wretched from my mother’s throat that tore me apart, unhinging my 
joints, separating muscle from bone, until finally, only my trembling voice 
remained.
 Once the turquoise-scrubs nurse violently (at least, it seemed that 
way to me) pulled the oxygen tube from my grandmother’s throat, removed 
the pulse monitor attached to her left index finger, and turned off all the ma-
chines, all my mother and I could do was wait. It was silent at first, as if she 
was sleeping. I stood at her feet and remembered all the nights I’d slept in her 
bed, falling asleep to the sound of her snoring. Now, at eighteen, I was listen-
ing to her die. It’s a horrible sound, death. 

***

I still hear it sometimes, when I look at the picture of her that my mom keeps 
hidden at the back of her nightstand. In the photograph, she is young and 
smiling, standing by the stove with the whole of New York City sprawled out-
side the window behind her—frozen in a moment of utter happiness.   
 (I will never forget the nurse’s words once my grandmother finally 
stopped breathing. “Yes. She’s passed on.” A beat, then—screaming, guttural 
and raw.)

***
 
I decorated the scalloped edges of the piecrust with small crosshatch designs, 
pressing the freehand pattern in with the tines of a fork. I’d seen my grand-
mother do this during the preparation of a Thanksgiving meal several years 
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ago. She’d laughed and told me she wasn’t a baker, and that she’d probably end 
up burning the damn thing. 
 (The fire alarm had gone off soon after. She’d made me promise, over 
blackened dough and laughter, that I’d succeed where she had failed. At the 
time, I thought, naïvely, that she only meant the apple pie.)

***

An hour and a half later, while giggling, my mother wiped a spot of flour from 
my nose while the pie cooled on the counter next to us. The whole house was 
warm and the air was saturated with sweet-smelling spice. Gently setting the 
mixing bowls and used utensils in the sink, I paused and wiped my hands on 
a tea towel before asking my mother the question I’d had on my mind since 
the seventeenth of April.
 “Mom, do you think grandma would be proud of me?” 
 My mother wrapped her arms around my shoulders and gave me a 
tight squeeze. She took a deep breath, and I could hear her smile. Faint echoes 
of buried laughter resounded in my ears. 
 “So proud, mi niña.”  
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THROUGH TIME

Pooja Desai

I knew Valsad, a small coastal village in the southern district of Gujarat, India, 
was an interesting place. I knew it ever since I visited it the first time at age 
nine, and my uncle carried me into the shores of Tithal Beach and I felt like 
I was flying. My feet were touching the waters of the Arabian Sea, and it was 
magic. 
 In middle school, I learned that Freddie Mercury’s ancestors were 
from there.  At the time, that seemed to be the only significant information 
I could find about the little place. The rest remained a mystery. I told my 
parents the little factoid, but their enthusiasm was barely there. This was most 
likely due to the fact that they had no clue who Freddie Mercury was. Needless 
to say, I began singing “Bohemian Rhapsody” with a fervor that would put the 
band to shame. Needless to say, my parents kicked me out of their bedroom. 
 At age sixteen, I visited Valsad again. The magic from seven years 
before seemed to have faded. The poverty was more apparent. The slums were 
more apparent. The pollution was more apparent. Probably because at age 
sixteen I knew what these things were. At age nine, I did not. Not really, at 
least. I wondered if my obliviousness during my first visit aided me in not feel-
ing like a foreigner in Valsad back then. I spoke the language, I ate the food, 
and I didn’t complain about the bathroom I had to use. I still did all those 
things during my second visit, but my perspective changed and the way na-
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tives treated me changed too.
 
 I’m sitting in a stopped rickshaw waiting for my mother to exit the small  
 shop we are in front of. An old woman, most likely homeless, grabs onto  
 my arm. She begs me to spare her a few rupees and says that if I do so,   
 the blessings of God will rain down upon me. The rickshaw driver shouts 
 at her to “leave the American alone” and shoos her away.

 I still remember the disgust I felt toward the rickshaw driver as he 
apologized on behalf of the “vermin beggar” who touched me. I remember the 
stories my mother told me about how she went hungry most nights in this vil-
lage as a kid. I remember thinking that the old woman could have easily been 
my grandmother at a different time, in a different generation. The rickshaw 
driver just continued to smile at me. Perception changes with time, because I 
was not only seeing things differently, but I was seen as different too. 
 I was disconnected with Valsad more than I realized, and I needed to 
know more history about the place apart from my Freddie Mercury discovery 
in middle school. My parents, for some unknown reason, didn’t let on about 
anything more than the social dramas they experienced in the village. That was 
frustrating to me until I thought to myself, “What if in the future, my kids 
demand I tell them the history of the small suburban Texas town I’m from?” 
I’d probably meekly mention that Bonnie and Clyde stayed in a hotel nearby 
and that my friends and I would sometimes swim at the local pool that outra-
geously only went as deep as 4 feet. I honestly know nothing, and maybe that’s 
how my parents are too.
 So five years later, I’m sitting in a library with UT databases at my 
disposal. I search 19th and 20th century newspaper archives desperately, both 
South Asian and British, to figure Valsad out.
 “3 Results”
 This admittedly was better than seeing “No Results.” Still, my thrill 
was short lived when none of the articles were relevant. I sat there, pondering 
what seemed to be my dead end. It took me forever to remember that the vil-
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lage went by a different name in the past. Bulsar. As in, “Farrokh Bulsara.” As 
in, the real name of Freddie fucking Mercury. 
 Searching “Bulsar” was much more helpful, and I happily sat there 
reading articles about Parsee migration patterns in 717 A.D. in the small 
village. I continued learning more and more, even things my parents didn’t 
know. Trivial trivia about a band proved to be useful once again. 

 



SITA

Pooja  Desai

I was weary after spending at least an hour in contemplation over a red floral 
dress. Was it appropriate? Should I wear a cardigan with it? I eventually de-
cided to call my friend for advice, my ignorance on the matter be damned. 
After explaining the cut of the neck and hem, she highly recommended the 
cardigan. Even after wearing the cover-up, I remained unsure. The dress wasn’t 
revealing, though. I’d worn it to school plenty of times and it didn’t violate 
the dress code. Still, it felt different on that particular day. It felt worse and 
uncomfortable. It felt badly chosen and unworthy. It felt ugly.
 My friend picked me up thirty minutes later. I stood in my driveway 
to model the hideous thing for her, baiting for reassurances that it was alright. 
She indulged me, but I was still nervous. Her disposition was completely dif-
ferent, however. As I sat in the passenger seat, she bubbled next to me with 
startling excitement. 
 “I’m so glad you’re coming!” she squealed.
 I returned her smile, letting her know that I was glad as well. It was 
bound to be an interesting experience, and I’ve always had a certain willingness 
to try new things. There was no harm in this. At least that’s what I thought. 
 My first warning sign was the fact that it began to rain on the way. 
The rain blasted down with a fury, and the wipers battled each droplet away 
with fierce resolve.  I was glad to see that our destination wasn’t far. I was far 
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less glad to see that the only parking spot left was a mud puddle. 
 My friend was disappointed that she forgot to bring an umbrella, but 
assured me that we would make it out alive if we covered our heads using some 
old newspapers she had. We got out of the car and made a run for it, our heads 
underneath the dripping print of The New York Times. 
 I followed her through the door, and we were greeted by an acquain-
tance of hers. This man wore an average suit and tie, and gave me a steady 
smile while handing me a pamphlet. In a honeyed voice, he said, “Hello,” and 
I knew it was supposed to be welcoming, but it honestly felt like I was under 
a microscope. His eyes held an intensity that I would never forget. It led me 
to assume that he was thinking things along the lines of “What are you doing 
here?” and “You clearly don’t belong.” I wanted to yell at him for giving me 
what felt like the most judgmental gaze before I even had the chance to find 
myself a proper seat. 
 My friend grabbed my hand and dragged me along as I endured more 
unwelcoming welcome stares. The rest of her family had already arrived, and 
they had saved us a couple of seats. I greeted both her mother and her brother. 
They were dressed impeccably for the occasion, and after brief mentions of 
how they were glad I decided to come, they turned their attention back to the 
Bibles in their hands.
 I turned my head around when I felt a penetrating gaze directed at my 
back, only to see a young, teenage girl across the nave. She had wispy, blond 
hair down to her waist and a cream-colored dress that reached her ankles. She 
was staring at me, and I could tell her face held confusion. I couldn’t hold her 
gaze any longer and tightly wrapped my cardigan around my frame. I con-
vinced myself that the knee-length dress I was wearing was probably the worst 
fashion decision of the century. 
 A few minutes later, an elderly man walked out in front of the congre-
gation.
 “Welcome, welcome. As we do every Sunday, we’ll start our service 
with a prayer. I encourage you to guide any newcomers we have with us to-
day…”
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 And with that said, I felt my friend reach out to hold my hand. She 
tilted her head down, and I followed her example. She was probably taking 
in the prayer with reverence, while I personally couldn’t stop thinking about 
how much I hoped that everyone around me really had their heads down. This 
unreasonable fear that I was the only one with a lowered head overwhelmed 
me, and I felt like everyone was just staring at me, wondering if I had fallen 
asleep. I didn’t want them to think I was rude, so I looked up every once in a 
while just to reassure myself.
 When the prayer was over, I was only expecting a brief sermon with a 
moral lesson as a take-away for the week. I thought it was going to be an hour- 
long sermon at the most, and I was genuinely excited to learn more about how 
church “works,” despite feeling uneasy around the congregation. However, 
God was not on my side that day, and the preacher made that supremely clear. 
The sermon was actually three hours long and it was all about how heathens 
were going to burn if they refused to accept Jesus as their savior. 
 I sat there with the reddest face, mortified. The preacher’s words were 
scorching and each statement he spoke felt like a thousand arrows aimed at 
my chest. I wanted to get up in front of the congregation and walk through a 
wall of fire, show them how I burned, and walk out the other side, unscathed. 
Just like the Goddess Sita. I wanted to show them my purity, maybe not by 
their standards, but pure nonetheless. I wanted to show them that I was a 
good human being, and that I and any other “non-believer” in attendance 
didn’t deserve to have our willingness to learn about another religion be taken 
advantage of and turned into an attack toward us. 
 I was only seventeen, and I sat there for three hours. Uncomfortably, 
but listening. I read some Bible verses along with everyone else, and I said 
“Amen” whenever somebody else did.  I just wanted to get through it.
 Afterward, I wasn’t expecting an apology from my friend. I knew her 
intention was for me to hear that sermon so that I would miraculously turn 
my back on everything I stood for. She made her intentions even clearer after 
she insisted that I meet with the ultra-scary preacher. However, I think it was 
most evident when she began mocking my family’s Hindu beliefs on the car 

102



ride back to my place.
 I was unable to see how wrong the entire situation was until a year 
later, when I followed my older brother’s example and attended his alma ma-
ter. A private Christian university. A university that didn’t share my beliefs yet 
had professors and chaplains that were more than accepting. Yes, they spread 
the word of Christ hoping to save any “lost” souls, but they weren’t malicious. 
And neither was my roommate, who happened to be a preacher’s daughter. I 
even went to a few Catholic services during that time, because my interest to 
learn about other religions was just so strong. The first time I stood up for the 
Eucharist was nerve-wracking. I swallowed hard as I began walking toward the 
priest. My arms were crossed over my chest to indicate that I was not Catho-
lic, and I readied myself for the same judgmental looks I experienced at my 
friend’s church. That never happened.  To my surprise, the priest blessed me, 
took me aside, and whispered to me his thanks for attending the service and 
gave me an assurance that I was more than welcome there.  
 Looking back on that terribly rainy Sunday many years ago, I wish 
that I understood that I didn’t have to sit in those painful pews and graciously 
listen to hate-spewed words that made me fraught with terrible feelings about 
myself. I wish I knew that I could have just walked out. 
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CRESCENDO

Kathleen Woodruff

Welcome to our cult. Awkwardness, obsessions, and strangeness are our forte. 
Beware. Our amoeba will engulf you, morphing your personality into har-
mony with ours.
 The compensation: in learning to sing your personality into unison, 
somehow the overtones of your individual peculiarities become sublime. You 
are not just weird with everyone else; you are weird as you are but to a lesser 
extent, and you are confident about it.
 Surrounded by trees that hide homes, at night it is hard to believe that 
Kingwood is a suburb of Houston containing over 65,000 residents. I prob-
ably could not name half of my graduating class, but it never felt that big. We 
all knew when anything happened to a member of the community. However, 
it was still necessary to find a niche, and I found mine in choir.
 I’ll start off with the most normal of our habits, coaxing you in gradu-
ally with our weirdness the way Naomi was. Sometimes we wrote haikus for 
class: “Boys boys boys boys boys/ boys boys boys boys boys boys boys/ boys 
boys boys boys boys” and “Mott are you doing/ when you wear green panta-
loons/ you look like pickle.” Madrigals, a group known around town mostly 
for singing Christmas carols, was made up of Catholics, Protestants, Mor-
mons, Jews, Buddhists, Muslims, agnostics, and atheists. Though there was 
not much racial diversity (being a predominantly white town), the choir did 
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have at least one African American, Asian, Indian, and Hispanic. Every meal 
was a potluck (much like the different type of people we included), and we 
would have deep talks at frozen yogurt shops after school. Valentine’s Day be-
came Galentine’s Day. We altos called ourselves bras: there were back row, bot-
tom row, and between row altos. Janet nicknamed one of our Indian friends 
Pronka truck (like Tonka truck), and it stuck, so we continue to call her that 
and sing “back it up like Pronka,” literally bumping her with our butts. Pronka 
once said, “Indians like me have psychedelic powers,” and it’s a lesson I’ll never 
forget. Jackson once crawled around in a box in the hallway, confusing the 
‘normal’ high schoolers. We teased Sam about dating a computer because his 
girlfriend lived in Chicago. I deemed that when you can see your toes wearing 
close-toed shoes, it should be called ‘awkward toe cleavage.’ We sat in a semi-
circle around the bathroom when Lillian took too long. I did slow-motion 
kung fu with Bea. Allen would burp into microphones, and somehow Alisha 
would be blamed. We all became so close that our prom group had forty 
people.
 Like much of our generation, most of us had an abnormal obsession 
with Harry Potter. Whenever we hid things, it was in the ‘boggart’s closet’ or 
in the ‘vanishing cabinet.’ We used spells and terms like ‘apparate’ on a daily 
basis. We called Janet ‘Hermione’ because of how studious she is, and she wore 
a time turner frequently. Jackson, likewise, was often referred to as ‘Harry’ 
because of his shaggy brown hair, circular glasses, and uncanny forehead scar. 
Sam was sometimes ‘Ron,’ and Mr. Mott, our director, was sometimes ‘Mr. 
Weasley.’ Bea, one of the sweetest and quirkiest people I know, thought she be-
longed to Hogwarts’ most infamous house, so Janet nicknamed her Blytherin. 
But we truly considered her ‘Luna.’ We called the most narrow-minded people 
‘muggles’ (although that was rare). We had long discussions sometimes about 
the books and the movies. Many of us had Pottermore accounts or watched 
A Very Potter Musical. We held a Quidditch tournament (where we broke the 
choir into each house) and had a Yule Ball at my boyfriend Jake’s house, com-
plete with decorations and butterbeer. There is a rarely used girls’ bathroom in 
our school that is always freezing, and naturally it became Moaning Myrtle’s. 
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We peed there often.
 One day, Lillian walked into the choir room, wearing a shirt with 
“Australia” written across it. She said that it was fuzzy and told me to feel. I 
never objected and when our director walked in, I was rubbing her ‘boobular 
area,’ as I called it. We were all uncomfortable that day.
 Oh well. After all, as Mr. Mott once said, “It’s not worth it unless it’s 
awkward.”
 Mr. Mott is quite the character and quite contradictory. He has an 
obsession with Mountain Dew and an endless number of ridiculous (yet ef-
fective) analogies to help us sing better. He promised, “Mix Dracula with Julia 
Child, and you’ll have a vampire cooking show.” No, I have no idea what he 
meant anymore, and taking his words out of context is half the fun. He does 
stupid things like jumping from the credenza into a cardboard box. Though 
Catholic, he blasphemously told us, “Jesus was a real ‘G’” and shouted, “I am 
God!” 
 We hated Mr. Mott at times, partially because of his sometimes con-
descending manner and favoritism. In my junior and senior years, I joined our 
choir’s rock band, and that first year was filled with tension. Mr. Mott handed 
solos out to the same two seniors often, one of whom slept half of the time, 
and the seniors acted completely superior to us juniors. 
 One day, we were going to try to write a song (usually we did covers), 
and we let the seniors work with Mr. Mott and went to a different room to try 
to work on something separately. Half an hour later, Mr. Mott called us back 
into the choir room. That was the day the tensions came to a head.
 “Why aren’t you in here helping?”
 Jake answered, “We thought we’d work on writing our own song since 
we weren’t much use here.”
 “Then we’d have two original songs,” Sam added.
 “You should’ve been here helping your band.”
 “No one cares about our suggestions,” I said.
 “I never hear you suggest anything.”
 “That’s because you don’t listen.”
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 Luckily, the following year in the band was fun because we all liked 
each other.
 We also sometimes hated Mr. Mott because he refused us lunch be-
fore class. Singing on an empty stomach makes for grouchy teenagers that 
want to throw binders at him (maybe that was just me).
 But we also learned about another side to him, one that wasn’t ridicu-
lous or mean. He was incredibly passionate about music and teaching and 
could be very compassionate too. Often, we saw Mr. Mott more than our own 
parents and vice versa. He was fatherly and gave deep, understanding talks. It 
was evident that his five children would later receive similar talks and would 
similarly be affected by them. He once made us cry while explaining the sig-
nificance of “In the Sweet By and By” to him, and he allowed for discussions 
sometimes about being a woman, cultural norms, and other issues. He gave 
the boys’ class a talk about rape, making them aware that it is a prevalent is-
sue and emphasizing that anything they do to a woman that she later regrets 
should be considered rape. The boys spoke afterwards of how moved they were 
by it.
 And when we knew before being told that our choir got straight ones 
at UIL (concert and sight-reading), Mr. Mott was just as excited as us, giv-
ing us each a hug as we left the room. Afterwards, we sang our choir’s song, 
“Share… Dream,” in the dark of the school’s abandoned auditorium, and it 
was agreed that we had never sung it more sincerely or beautifully.
 Mr. Mott taught many important lessons. Firstly, “Choir is not a de-
mocracy.” Get used to authoritarians, kids, not much in the real world is a 
democracy. Secondly, “When you turn eighteen, you enter the magical realm 
of ‘Oh my god, I could go to jail for this.’” (What exactly were you doing, 
Mr. Mott?) And thirdly, “Oranges are the perfect fruit. They do not need to 
be washed, they quench your thirst and satisfy your hunger, and you can share 
them with a friend.” Incentive, incentive, incentive: necessary sometimes for 
motivation. We would win these for performing exceptionally well.
 Then, of course, there is the unspoken rule by any high school singer 
that you must sing “Happy Birthday” worse than anyone else because it is too 
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awkward to sing it well.
 Naomi is incredibly modest but also completely confident in her 
many wonderful abilities. We were so happy when we lured her into joining 
choir. Lillian is strong in ways but also highly susceptible to tears, unafraid of 
emotion. Hannah reminds me of Grumpy Cat, but she is also very sweet—I 
wish I had realized that before junior year. Alisha is quiet but secretly very 
sassy, and I felt privileged to be the one that heard all the sassy remarks di-
rected at Mr. Mott. In my opinion, we are all walking contradictions, and by 
simplifying people greatly, I hope to emphasize that.
 Janet suffered from social anxiety throughout high school, but she 
would make obnoxious faces with me from across the choir and eventually, 
she was able to touch other people’s faces and have hers touched back. She 
helped create a game called “Awkwarding,” where we would shimmy behind 
someone’s back without them noticing. She and Bea would bite each other’s 
shoulders. She didn’t freak out when Jake would stare her down and touch the 
bridge of his nose to hers. She was often still uncomfortable, but she became 
more comfortable with herself and her own weirdness.
 As Sam would say, “Look how the tables turned have.”
  I like to make faces and noises, dance like an idiot, spin in circles, and 
flip water bottles upside down without being noticed. Fiercely independent, 
I also have many people that I would hate to be without. I love Harry Potter 
and Disney and singing and reading and writing. I love being with friends and 
being by myself. Not even knowing what “that’s what she said” meant until 
ninth grade and very rarely understanding the sexual innuendos that people 
make, I am often called innocent. And naïve. But as the saying goes, it does 
not mean I am merely ignorant. None of my friends bats an eye when I ask 
to steal their future babies in the hopes of having one from every race because 
they understand—in a way I cannot really explain—that I am not being of-
fensive but am saying it only lovingly and jokingly. I am intelligent but lack 
some common sense and am sometimes funny but usually unintentionally. I 
too am a mess of contradictions.
 That is who I am now, after my subtle, lifelong transformation. My 
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schooling and personality are linked and they have been a sforzando. A musi-
cal direction, a sforzando refers to dynamics, telling the performer to sing (or 
play) a note loudly, immediately become quiet, and then gradually crescendo 
again. Loud in elementary—when I knew who I was and was not afraid to 
show it—I almost immediately became quiet in middle school, caught in that 
transition most suffer of greater timidity and uncertainty. In high school and 
through choir, I have slowly become more and more of who I was as a child 
translated into adulthood, and that person is strange. Weird. Nerdy. Silly. Ob-
noxious. Annoying.
 But genuine.
 I am looking for people who will accept and embrace that like my old 
friends did. I am never lonelier than after I’ve spent time with them again, but 
those times are wonderful. On Black Friday, we celebrated Friendsgiving, and 
there were at least forty of us. Everyone brought food, we had a toast to our 
friendship, Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows Part 1 was playing on TV, we 
backed it up like Pronka, and the noise of laughter and memories filled the 
air. Whenever we are together, it is as if nothing has changed. It is as if we still 
spend more than twenty hours a week together, though we do have to spare 
some time for catching up. It’s lovely to care about a group of people so much.
 Something that offended us before makes more sense to me now, in a 
different context. Mr. Mott, in his typical way, told us, “You’re trying so hard 
to be beautiful, but it should be effortless.” Our contradictory and unique 
personalities are far more intriguing than the façades we put on. I try to keep 
that in mind.
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THE PROCESS

Elizabeth Sul l ivan

There’s a certain kind of perverse satisfaction from being so in control that 
you can start at Point A, skip Point B, but still reach Point C, especially when 
the destination presents something to win, gain, or most importantly, attain 
perfection through. But sometimes that destination ends up entirely undesir-
able and foreign, and there’s no marker to look back on and help you figure 
out how you got there or how to get back. I can look back, with both hesita-
tion and relief, and remember the pleasant beginning of a semester in college, 
but cannot recall when, where, or why I gave in to that comforting obsession 
over control that ultimately landed me, fidgeting and overwhelmed, in a plas-
tic chair in the over air-conditioned “Group Room E” on the fifth floor of 
the Student Services Building at UT Austin, home to an intensive outpatient 
group therapy program.
 I had always thought outpatient therapy was something only “crazy 
people” did, so I was extremely reluctant to join any kind of program meant 
to address personal issues with anxiety and depression, especially one that met 
three hours a day, 4:00 to 7:00 PM, four days a week for six weeks. I remem-
ber, as I was riding the elevator to the fifth floor on my first day, mentally 
preparing myself for the three downright depressing and traumatic hours of 
Girl, Interrupted meets One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest I was about to face. In-
stead, after signing the appropriate papers (therapy’s all about filling out forms 
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and questionnaires) and finding the room, I was met by four other seemingly 
calm young people, all casually seated in a circle around the leading Group 
therapist, Jan, sitting cross-legged on top of one of the plastic chairs. In what 
I’d come to learn over the next several weeks, Jan’s favorite go-to answer for 
anything and everything was “it’s a process,” she must’ve owned every color of 
Converse Chuck Taylors under the sun, and, most notably, followed a strict 
zero-tolerance policy when it came to bullshit, especially if it was a Group 
member’s. After picking the chair at the farthest possible of edge of the circle, 
Jan uncrossed her legs, moved to the front of the whiteboard, had us briefly 
introduce ourselves, and without further hesitation, launched into explaining 
the, then mysterious, inner-workings of Group. 
 Every session would consist of Check-In, which usually took up the 
most time, followed by a short break, then didactics or “skills building,” and 
lastly, Check-Out. Since it was my first day and things needed explaining, 
we would only have enough time to do Check-Ins that day, with me, the 
“Newbie,” going last. Jan proceeded to explain the Check-In process, going 
down the list of symptoms/feelings/behaviors scrawled on the board behind 
her. Some parts of the list were more concrete, requiring you to place them on 
a scale from zero to ten (zero being never/not at all and ten being the absolute 
worst you’ve ever felt). These happened to be “Depression,” “Anxiety,” “Irri-
tability,” “Anger,” “Drug/Alcohol Use or Cravings,” “Binging, Purging, Com-
pensating, Restricting, Eating Phobias and/or Cravings to do so,” “Suicidal 
Thoughts,” and “Self-Injury and/or Cravings to do so.” The other concepts 
were much more abstract, such as, “General Mood,” “Triggers,” and “Issues/
Concerns.” “Triggers” and “Issues/Concerns,” Jan hurriedly explained, usually 
took up the largest chunk of each individual Check-In, and was the part of 
Group where other members were encouraged and required to give feedback. 
“Triggers” being what had set off the previously mentioned symptoms and 
“Issues/Concerns” ranging anything from “This happened to me when I was a 
child and…” to “I have a test tomorrow and I don’t know what to do.” Since 
it was my first day, I wouldn’t have to answer “Triggers” or “Issues/Concerns,” 
but instead would have to answer the crooked message written in a different 
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color to the left of the list, “Newbie, reasons why you’re here.” After my timid 
“no” answered her inquiring “Any questions?”, Jan settled back into her chair, 
crossed her legs, and affectionately propped up her homemade sign: a small 
sign fashioned out of cardboard, duct tape, and a tongue depressor, with “IT’S 
A PROCESS” written in bright, neon colors across the front. With Jan’s sign 
visible to all Group members, so began my first of many Check-Ins.
 Those three hours of my first Group session and Check-In had to be 
some of the most overwhelmingly uncomfortable, triggering, and embarrass-
ing three hours I’ve ever had to experience with other people. I was definitely 
stunned and slightly jealous of the other members, who moved fluidly down 
the list, all the while sharing deeply personal thoughts with strangers and hav-
ing those strangers discuss your most intimate feelings. When it was my turn, 
moving down the list, at first, wasn’t so hard. To me, matching numbers, 0-10, 
to feelings didn’t feel as personal or vulnerable, but upon reaching the last 
question, “Newbie, reasons why you’re here,” I immediately withdrew from 
the discussion, having no more numbers to rely on. It was difficult for me to 
admit I had a “mental illness,” much less any kind of problem, and at that 
point, I was still holding fast onto my own personal stigma of, “other people 
can have a mental illness but I can’t, because it’d make me look weak or crazy,” 
irrefutable proof of my imperfection. And I was unhealthily obsessed with 
perfection and being in control at the time. Wanting to put an end the awk-
ward silence and judgmental looks (a distorted thought pattern I’d eventually 
come to learn of ) from the other members, I cracked out a defensively vague 
response, 
  “Well, I was feeling kinda bad and then I started feeling really bad, so 
I came here,” the entire time avoiding eye contact with anyone in the room.
  I could tell Jan was already onto my bullshit response, as her eyes nar-
rowed and eyebrows began to arch in suspicion. I was still too freaked out by 
the entire process of Check-In: a process that required me to confront personal 
feelings, both my own and others, and only increased my paranoid obsession 
with what others thought of me to go into the specifics of how or why I ended 
up in Group. But Jan knew. Or, at least, she had to know, since everyone was 
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required to be personally and individually interviewed by Jan before being 
admitted to Group in order to make sure it was the right fit. My appointment, 
only two days before, had been particularly uncomfortable, albeit an easier 
environment for me to discuss the reasons I was there in intensive outpatient 
therapy.
 That past Monday, I had gone into my appointment not sure what to 
expect with an interview for a group therapy program, but had left with a tiny 
sense of relief, albeit still buried deep inside at the time. At first, I could only 
bring myself to answer with a brief “yes,” “no,” or my favorite go-to answer for 
anything and everything, “I don’t know,” but eventually, the events of the past 
few months began leaking out in a nervous, rushed tone of voice. Even though 
I was unable to pinpoint exactly when or why things started to go downhill, I 
rapidly whispered my increasing anxieties and obsessions: how I’d started hav-
ing panic attacks every time I heard the UT Tower’s clock chime, only eating 
three times a week and sleeping every other day, being constantly disappointed 
in myself when it came to personal and academic achievements, such as losing 
ten pounds (when I was already small to begin with—another example of my 
distorted thinking at the time) or acceptance into the English Honors Pro-
gram, having an increasingly hard time with getting out of bed to go to class 
or turn in assignments, all of which had accumulated in an embarrassing and 
slightly gross breakdown of crying and throwing up next to a dumpster in an 
alleyway between a Jamba Juice and United Church of Christ, a week prior, in 
the middle of a Monday night in October. My parents, bewildered and afraid, 
had then given me two alternatives: move back home to Houston and check 
myself into a hospital, or stay in Austin and do outpatient therapy. After hear-
ing one too many horror stories of hospital psychiatric wards, I opted for the 
former, and was referred to the program through the CMHC. According to 
Jan, after she finished scribbling down her personal notes from our appoint-
ment, I had an unhealthy obsession with perfection, which had recently start-
ing manifesting itself in maladaptive ways. I, refusing to accept that there was 
no such thing as being perfect, but preferring therapy to a hospital, signed up 
for Group before I allowed myself the chance to back out. All of these events 
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and apparent anxieties explained exactly why I was sitting in that plastic chair, 
right in that moment, but they were all things I found just too vulnerable and 
sensitive to discuss at the time. Jan merely shook her head, cryptically smiling 
to herself, and reminded me that she’d go easy on me since it was my first day, 
but in the next couple of weeks I was “definitely in for a real trip.”
 After a shaky first couple of days, Group became routine and Check-
In started getting easier and easier. My schedule began revolving around those 
three hours I spent in “Group Room E” during weekdays. I stopped attend-
ing my usual extracurricular activities and had little time between Group and 
school to socialize with friends, but a small part of me started looking forward 
to the therapy sessions. Even in spite of the only available vending machine’s 
constant refusal to accept my credit card during Group’s breaks and my con-
stant forgetfulness to bring cash. But the didactics part of sessions soon be-
came increasingly difficult for me to confront. 
 Didactics, or “skills building,” changed from week to week, with 
some topics being more relevant to certain members than others. When I first 
arrived, they had just started discussing the topics, “Establishing Boundar-
ies” and “Assertive Communication,” two things I felt I had a fairly decent 
grasp on. There was one member though, near the end of their six weeks, who 
struggled in this particular area, which resulted in my first few weeks of dis-
cussion centering around their issues/concerns, thus allowing me to tune out 
and not worry so much about being called out by Jan or other members. But 
eventually, this member “graduated” from Group, and likewise, we eventually 
moved onto to the next topic, “Self-Compassion” and “Distorted Thought 
Patterns,” two phrases I vaguely remember Jan bringing up in my interview as 
being issues that I really struggled with. I knew I was finally in “for the trip.”
 During the first two weeks of Group, I managed to keep a comfort-
able distance between the didactics and myself, but as handout after handout 
started piling up, I was forced to confront what they had to say. Each handout 
discussed how certain thought patterns, like mine, were actually quite distort-
ed, or how striving for absolute perfection was unrealistic and only resulted 
in a lack of self-compassion. It was all so jarring, looking down at a sheet 
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titled, “Ten Forms of Distorted Thinking,” and seeing ten examples of “dis-
torted thinking,” all of which sounded quite reasonable and rational to me, 
and  I honestly couldn’t see how anyone else could think any differently. Or 
not being able to identify with anything listed under a handout titled, “Self-
Compassion.” But as didactics and Group progressed, I noticed the words 
coming out of my mouth: about not being able to call myself a “perfectionist” 
because perfectionists were perfect and I wasn’t perfect, obsession with being 
in control of everything, and having everything in my life be absolutely per-
fect, started to sound and seem more distorted to me, which was incredibly 
freeing and also incredibly terrifying at the same time. One particular day of 
Group, I was finally able to verbally acknowledge to myself, the Group mem-
bers, and Jan that there was indeed no way I was ever going to be perfect. But 
this time around, my proclamation wasn’t based off self-loathing or frustration 
with myself, but stemmed from my realization that there was no such thing 
as being perfect, which doesn’t make me imperfect. Though this was a huge 
realization and giant breakthrough for me, I still struggled with letting go of 
everything, and almost became upset with myself for everything not “click-
ing” for me right at that moment, but as Jan reminded me, with her crooked 
cardboard sign, “it’s a process.”

***

 It is now the end of November as I write this, and I’m currently in 
my last week of Group, all of this happening only about a month ago, in Fall 
2013. The changes I’ve experienced between then and now have been pro-
found, but I am still working on peeling off those last few fingers of control. 
So, I guess yes, I, just as you, the reader, have no idea how this story ends. But 
if there’s one thing I’ve learned in the past month, it’s that the journey really is 
so much more enriching and important than the destination. By being more 
obsessed with the perfect outcome of everything, I’d skipped Point B, but had 
also skipped out on so much more: my mental and physical health, a relation-
ship, opportunities to make new friends, my growth as a student and writer, 
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and had ended up in a place filled with anxiety and depression. The more I 
tried to control the uncontrollable, the more out of control I became, which 
ultimately manifested itself in ugly ways, but I learned that that wasn’t the end 
all be all, like I used to think before. Yes, there’s a fair chance that the destina-
tion may still not be exactly what you’d originally been looking for even if you 
don’t skip out on the process in between, but if you do get lost in controlling 
the outcome, there’s no way you’ll ever reach a point where you’re satisfied 
with yourself. Who knows, you could even miss out on a vending machine 
that accepts credit cards. There’s no point in trying to control the outcome of 
something out of your reach, because really, in the end, life’s a process.
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