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A tiny girl hidden in a bread oven—feet burned blue by the cold—
peeks through a hole to see her family killed, their tinder house burned, 
Elisavetgrad plundered. The sights and sounds of pogrom—fire, fear, 
death—leave her mostly deaf and near mute. 

Maybe now a woman, she is shipped to the Chassidic ghetto of  
New-Haven-America to marry a stranger who arrived twenty years 
previous from Odessa, birth his six children and raise them mostly 
alone at 48 Orchard Street, where two huge concrete lions recline 
majestically on either side of the red brick and gray mortar stoop. 

He is a drinker. A gambler. A talented violinist who accompanies the 
moving pictures at the Paramount. He dies in the influenza epidemic, 
leaving behind a trail of bereaved women who pass through for shiva 
thinking, This … this is the home of the man who made me feel so special 
and alive? They return to their unsatisfying marriages with strict, 
pious, dependable husbands and tell them—as they wipe away their 
tears—about the still-young wife who left her mind in a bread oven, 
four sons, two daughters, and not a penny to feed them.

BUY SOCKS
Frieda Feen

— MCWC Faculty Selection: Poetry —
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She cries out in Yiddish for her sons to stop the people in the parlor 
from fighting, though no one else sees them. She swears there’s money 
hidden in the icebox that would get them through if welfare from 
Jewish Family Services should run out. Which it always does, too soon 
each month.

From the top drawer of the dresser—next to the burgundy velvet sofa 
with its braided fringe, across from her bed in the narrow room of the 
dark railroad flat, between the parlor where her husband’s body once 
lay with a tag on its toe that the children played with, and the tiny 
kitchen where fish-head soup simmers and weak-black-tea-spiked-
with-vodka-and-lemon is sipped by her sons and their new brides 
living life as best they can in these crowded-smoky rooms—she takes 
out a rolled-up stocking, removes a nickel from its toe, presses it firmly 
into the waiting palm of a grandchild.

“Buy socks,” she says—and the grandchildren laugh at these words she 
has practiced for years—her only words they ever will know.
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Each List is long: exactly 1,000,007 items. Part of it is delivered 
the day you are born, by way of sealed envelopes and delivery room 
nurses, but the rest comes unpredictably, in dribs and drabs, spaced 
at odd intervals over the course of your life. List items can arrive 
via pneumatic tube, text message, notes tucked in strange places, 
telegraph, talking drum, IM, holograph, and over the transom. The 
details depend on the person and where you live, and on other things, 
too. I’m not sure who decides. But no matter how your List comes to 
you, you’re supposed to work hard to complete it. All your life. Cradle 
to grave.

The standard items, aimed at achieving basic self-care and upholding 
social conventions, consume much of everyone’s List, especially the 
young. I’m not sure how much we all have in common, but judging 
from what we confide, it’s quite a bit. What people say they must do 
sounds mostly familiar: run errands, call home, pay taxes. Obviously, 
items instructing you to learn not to drool or wet yourself get crossed 
off before settling into your life’s vocation, but much else about each 
List’s sequence is senseless. I received #589, “Choose a favorite band,” 
long before #1,021 told me to try walking. From the time you’re an 
infant, your guardian tells you which items to complete when.

CROSSING OFF
Brenna Silbory

— First Prize: Short Fiction —
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Mine wasn’t an impressive List. As a kid, I completed my unremarkable 
items one by one: 

#14,449: “Sit on a park bench and watch squirrels running around.”  
#12,282: “Learn scales on a keyboard.”  
#15,556: “Write a thank-you note.”  
#10,235: “Learn the Pledge of Allegiance.”

That kind of thing. 

As I got older, I craved more significant items, but they didn’t come. 
Meanwhile, talking about the Lists made my friends increasingly 
anxious. So much was riding on them. Some viewed their items as 
augurs of their own latent greatness, while others felt harried by theirs. 
Olivia, my best friend, received her #102,787 by way of a carrier 
pigeon at age nine, “Describe your breakthrough findings in a peer-
reviewed journal of astrophysics.” She had to tell everybody about it 
the next day in order to explain the dramatic change in her behavior. 

“I can’t go to Tricia’s slumber party because I have to read up on  
red dwarfs.” 

I was jealous until my guardian explained she meant invisible things 
in the sky, not merry, scarlet-clad little miners, which had entranced 
me since #74,349 on my list: “Read fairy tales.”

Olivia became understandably driven after that and didn’t play much, 
making her hard to relate to. The most difficult thing I’d been asked 
to attempt by then was my #92,408: “Square dance exuberantly.” My 
do-si-do still lagged after several bewildering attempts, so my guardian 
pulled me aside. 

“Don’t worry,” she said. “You can exuberantly square dance without 
doing it well. Just flail about.” That should have been my first clue.
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Meanwhile, Olivia was having a hard time in calculus, and they say 
math matters in space. While she studied for hours, alone, the mean 
fifth grade kids teased her with the name “Astrolivia,” but I never did 
that. It took me months just to learn to keep up with the callers at 
the Barndancer’s Yee-haw, and those steps are supposed to be easy if 
you’ve got two working legs.

All the same, not talking about the Lists created its own set of 
problems. In the case of Olivia, I might not have stayed friendly with 
her if I thought she had an item like my #377,055: “Graduate from 
high school with your class.” I mean, I aimed for a “C” in algebra and 
spent as much time as I could sophomore year hanging out with my 
friends. Olivia didn’t. By then, she was truly obsessed with heavenly 
bodies, and not the ones at the mall. Spending Saturdays there was 
my #250,399, right before “Keep flirting with boys until you find one 
you’d like to date.” This took a while, as their Lists were evidently as 
dull as my own. I worried for Olivia that flirting might also be on her 
List but remain overlooked until after she’d finished with math. By 
then it might be too late to learn how. 

Nearly everyone eventually gets an item that reads “At age ___ take 
over management of your own List.” That’s when you start crossing 
off your own items yourself. That transition is one most people talked 
about openly, at the mall, the pool, barbecues, tailgate parties, baby 
showers, and all the other social events I had to attend (per #268,909 
thru #271,345). It’s hard when you’re young not to read into your 
own given crossing-off age. Mine was sixteen, probably because my 
List wasn’t ambitious, but Olivia was expected to focus on physics 
until nineteen. Then she moved to a mountain observatory for its 
thinner air. 

The person I envied was Januk. I thought, now here’s a guy who’s 
apparently free to achieve nothing at all. In high school, he often 
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cut class to ride his skateboard, and got the first of his many tattoos 
before he’d reached legal age. Once, behind the cafeteria, he offered 
to show me the part of his List he was working on then. But what 
it actually said was, “Ride your skateboard down a flight of stairs 
without injury,” and “Alter your skin color.” Nowhere did it tell him 
to do these things more or less constantly.

I was worried that Januk might not be keeping up. I mean, everyone’s 
got a million seven. And with health expectancy being what it is, you 
have to knock out a few dozen a day while you can, to stay on the safe 
side. I had all these mundane repeating items that I was crossing off 
again and again for years and years, thousands reading, “Shave your 
legs,” “Floss,” “Fold laundry,” “Remind God to bless America,” “Eat a 
leafy green vegetable,” and the like. I could complete most of my tasks 
almost without thinking. I wondered at times if that was the point. 
Even so, it felt like I had too much left to do.

When we turned eighteen, we all had to register for the draft. Januk 
kept skateboarding while most of our other friends tried to make 
progress toward their biggest List items, like getting a degree or, as 
in my case, an endurable job. “How many skateboarding items are 
on your List, anyway?” I finally asked him one night during a smoke 
break between very loud sets at The Lame Duck, where the bouncer 
didn’t much mind fake IDs.

“Oh, just a handful. I got them all done a long time ago. Check this 
out!” And he did a trick swinging his limbs and his board over the 
bench at a bus stop.

“So do you think maybe you should move on to something  
else, then?” 

A lot of people would have been insulted by my question, but he just 
said “Maybe!” and jumped the curb.
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I didn’t bring it up again for a while. My own List was stressing me 
out. #475,221 told me to marry by twenty-two, and #621,040 had 
me with three kids three years later. In case it’s not obvious, these 
aren’t things you can do on your own. 

My friends also felt pressured. Tricia was supposed to master the dialect 
spoken in a remote corner of Papua New Guinea. Her people hailed 
from Dayton, Ohio, and she hated to travel. Delilah was supposed to 
play guitar and sing for a large audience, but she was tone deaf. Her 
instrument was way out of tune. Vikram was working a retail job he 
hated, but his List required him to pay for his own apartment by age 
twenty, and he had to save for the deposit. Nothing on Terrence’s 
List required alcohol poisoning–at least, that’s what he told me–but 
that didn’t keep him from drinking like a fish. He claimed to have a 
number of items like, “Find a guru,” and “Travel the world with only 
yourself and a single backpack,” and he was making progress toward 
that in his own way. Whatever.

Next time I saw Januk, he still had his board, now painted with wild 
designs. Looking at them made me dizzy. He sold a couple like that 
for real money.  

“Did your List tell you to learn how to paint?” I asked. 

“Nah,” he said. “It was just something I wanted to do.”

I told Tricia. “He thinks there’s nothing to worry about. Like, you 
might as well dive into things not even Listed. He says there’s time to 
do what we love, if we really want to.” 

Her eyes got huge like they do when she just cannot deal, and she 
stood up to leave the cafe where we’d been talking. “What I’d love 
best is to get everything crossed off my List. Maybe I’ll play when I’m 
old. Now I’ve got to get to the gym.” She said goodbye in her island 
language (I assumed) and walked out the door.
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When I told my guardian about Januk’s approach, she just shook 
her head. “So. Any progress on finding a husband?” she asked with 
exasperation. 

“I’ve still got some time.”

That night I finally hooked up with Januk. Our lovemaking was 
intensely kinetic. Anyone else, I’d have assumed his List required 
obscure sexual positions, but I think Januk was just feeling creative. It 
felt good in a way I’d not expected. I ended up laughing a lot.

Olivia called from her mountain observatory the next morning in 
tears. She’d been passed over for the research position she’d poured 
herself into securing. Her heart was broken. 

“Maybe time for a break?” I offered. “Maybe pick up a hobby? 
Something you can enjoy on the ground?”

“But I’m not finished,” she wailed. “I can’t cross off what’s not done.”

“In other news, I bedded Januk,” I blurted. I couldn’t help it. I was 
elated.

“The delinquent?” she asked, between sniffles.

“He’s selling his art now,” I said. “I really like him.”

“So you think you’re on track for your big deadline, then?”

I hesitated. “I don’t know. We don’t talk about that.”

“About marriage? Or about what you’ve got left to do?”

“Either one.”

“Oh, Cora.”

“I know.”

I told myself I’d bring it up, but I kept stalling. Something about 
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Januk’s free-wheeling ways made my List seem indecent. We went on 
a night hike to find luminescent fungi, not on our Lists, rumored to 
rise from the forest’s plush floor. All was lit by a silvery moon. I heard 
my heart beating as I’d not heard it before. We both came home with 
ticks.

“I hear Lyme disease symptoms can last years,” I said lightly the next 
day while he worked me over with tweezers. His place abutted the 
alley behind a greasy spoon diner, where odoriferous refuse was tossed 
for rats to enjoy. 

“Best to avoid it then,” he said. “Or is Lyme on your List?”

“No, of course not,” I said. But it got me thinking. What if it were?

“You know they just make that shit up,” he said, a moment later, 
while inspecting my rump.

“Lyme disease? I don’t think so.”

“No, I mean the shit on our Lists. Cross off number three,” he said, 
pointing to my trio of ticks.

“Very funny.”

“Doesn’t it bother you?” he asked, while we switched positions.

“What? My List?” I started scanning his extremities for little arachnids, 
tweezers in hand.

“The whole thing.” He had beautiful legs, so I was distracted. “People 
dictating what you do.”

I looked up at him. “Lots of things just have to get done. Makes sense 
to divvy them all up.”

“Square dancing needs doing?” I’d told him about that.
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“I guess,” I said. “Getting people to do it helps keep it alive, and some 
people like it.”

“But not you.”

I put down the tweezers. “It wasn’t so bad.” 

He had those deep eyes like wet forest wood, and they were urging me 
to see what he was seeing. “I just don’t understand. Why spend your 
whole life crossing off things you don’t want to do? What if everyone 
just did what they loved?”

“Like trash collecting and changing diapers? I don’t think so. Basic 
stuff wouldn’t get done.”

“Basic stuff still doesn’t get done.” He pointed at the trash piled 
outside the window. “How about Olivia? Has she gotten laid yet?”

“Januk!”

“I’m just saying. Who’s got her on their List? That doesn’t seem fair.” 
He might have been joking.

I plucked one of his invertebrates and crushed it against the floor 
with my thumbnail. “Well, you aren’t on my List,” I said softly. I felt 
suddenly shy.

“That’s something, I guess. Nice to know we’re an item we don’t have 
to cross off.”

I turned twenty-two that winter and moved in with Januk. My 
guardian stopped speaking to me. A guy in a velo club commissioned 
Januk to paint his bike, and that became a thing. I started cycling 
with them, going on long rides through the hills between shifts at the 
diner, feeling alive. We did all right. When we started losing friends 
to this war or that one, we dodged the draft like so many survivors. It 
wasn’t the first time we’d been asked to surrender our lives. But we had 
practiced resisting. Many times. Maybe a million and eight. 
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Peacock
Phillip McDonald
Watercolor
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Other people in the monastery had more lofty reasons for wanting 
to learn Chinese. They wanted to bring the Master’s teaching to the 
West and translate the Buddhist canon into English. I wanted to 
help with those things too, but more pressing for me, I wanted to 
know what was so funny. Our teacher had an outrageous sense of 
humor, even in English, but those who understood Chinese would be 
laughing uproariously, and even after hearing the translation, I’d still be 
wondering what the joke was.

One afternoon, I sat down with the Chinese text the Master was 
explaining and my brand-new Matthew’s Chinese-English Dictionary. 
With a month or two of Chinese 101 under my belt and a beginner’s 
zeal, I was determined to look up all the characters I didn’t recognize—
which was most of them—before evening lecture. 

This wasn’t as straightforward as it sounds. Chinese is an ideographic 
language. Each character represents one sound or syllable, so arranging 
them in alphabetical order isn’t actually possible. Each character has 
a portion called the radical, which usually relates to its meaning. The 
other part has to do with pronunciation. Chinese dictionaries are 
organized according to these 214 radicals. Once you figure out which 
part is the radical, you then count how many more brush strokes it 
takes to write it and then—oh, never mind. Just take my word for it. 

LOST IN TRANSLATION
Terri Nicholson

— First Prize: Nonfiction Essay —
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It’s not easy to find a Chinese character in the dictionary.

To make it “easier” for non-native speakers to pronounce Chinese 
characters, two linguistic scholars, Mr. Wade and Mr. Giles, came 
up with a system they called “Romanization,” or writing Chinese 
characters using our alphabet. Let’s not get into what it had to do with 
the Romans. This is complicated enough already.

My Matthew’s dictionary was set up in alphabetical order using the 
Wade-Giles system of Romanization. Once again, this is not as helpful 
as it sounds. There are hundreds of characters with different meanings, 
all Romanized the same way, kind of like homonyms in English,  
except that different intonations create different meanings. Then  
there are those that sound almost the same, like shu and hsu. I still 
remember the smirk on my Chinese teacher’s face when I insisted  
one of the characters in the passage we’d assigned for homework  
was not in the dictionary. 

Once you do find the character, though, hopefully the first definition 
will be the one you’re looking for. Unfortunately, characters are most 
often used in combination and then usually mean something entirely 
different. For example, ta tso (打 坐), literally “hit the seat,” means to 
meditate, and ta tzu (打 字), “hit the character,” means to type. All of 
this is more than a bit daunting for a beginner.

The first two characters in the text for that evening’s lecture were 
erh shih (爾 時). When I finally found the character erh (爾) in my 
dictionary, the definition said, “you, yours.” It further elaborated, “Dr. 
Hu Shih explains it as the possessive or plural of address.” Clear as 
mud, right? The next character in the text, shih (时), means “season, 
time or period.”
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I was sitting at a table in the dining hall, puzzling over how the text 
could begin with “your time,” when the Master came up behind me. 

“What doing?” he asked. 

Seeming to materialize out of nowhere when one was least expecting it 
was one of his many skills as a Buddhist Master. Sometimes it elicited 
a sigh of relief: rescue had arrived. At other times, it felt more like, uh-
oh, busted again. People often asked the Master why he didn’t learn to 
use English. He usually said it was because he wanted his disciples to 
learn Chinese, but he actually understood English quite well. He had 
a unique way of speaking, though. The first time he spoke to me in 
English, I turned to someone for a translation.

He had a strong Chinese accent and translated his thoughts into 
English using Chinese sentence structure. I came to love the way it 
sounded. If you were helping him carry a table and he wanted you to 
lay it on its side, he might say, “Put it sleeping.” He said our goal in 
studying Buddhism was to “Go to enlightenment,” and if he wondered 
what you were up to, he might say, “What doing?” like he did the day 
I was struggling with the Chinese dictionary. 

“I’m looking up the characters for tonight’s lecture,” I told him, hastily 
putting my palms together.

He laughed. “You find all words, still not know meaning.” He patted 
my head and moved on. At lecture that evening, I found out that “erh 
sh’ih” means “at that time” or “when.” 

Sometime later, I was doing my Chinese homework when one of the 
monks asked me to serve tea to the Master and his guests. Feeling 
honored to be entrusted with this task, I took the tray and began my 
ascent to the third floor. “Serve Shrfu first,” he called after me. Shrfu is 
what disciples call their teacher. Shr means teacher and fu means father.
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When I entered the guest room, I found the Master seated at a table 
with two Chinese nuns. He motioned me forward with the tea. My 
Chinese was still rudimentary and my understanding of Chinese 
etiquette, let alone Buddhist monastery etiquette, was non-existent. 
Unfortunately, so was my awareness of that fact. I dutifully poured 
tea for the Master and then offered tea to the two nuns. Both of them 
covered their cups with their hands, shook their heads, and said, “No, 
thank you,” in Chinese. So, I didn’t give them any.

The Master immediately jumped in, as if averting disaster. “Ta bu 
dung. She doesn’t understand.”

But I did. They’d said they didn’t want any. “Wo dung,” I insisted. I do 
understand what they said.

The Master then picked up the teapot, poured tea in each of the nun’s 
cups, and dismissed me. I was mystified, but nothing else was ever said 
about it. However, I was not asked to serve tea to the Master and his 
guests again.

Many years later, I learned that the Chinese almost always refuse food 
or drink when it is offered to them. According to Chinese etiquette, 
the host continues to insist until the person acquiesces. I have noticed 
that a guest usually still refuses to drink the tea until it is almost time 
to leave and the tea is no longer hot. I may still not have any of that 
right, since it would be the height of rudeness to tell me that I’d gotten 
it wrong.

When the Master lectured, those who knew enough Chinese took 
turns translating. None of us were completely fluent. The lecture was 
recorded on an ancient reel-to-reel tape recorder, then rewound for the 
translator, whose earphones were plugged into the recorder. Anyone 
who had earphones could plug in and listen as the lecture was 
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being translated into English. Once I started doing this, my Chinese 
improved more quickly, and after a year or so, I understood most of 
what the Master said, even the jokes.

 
The Master noticed and suggested I join the translators’ rotation. A 
few days later, there I was, sitting below and to the right of the Master, 
who lectured from a raised platform called the High Seat. He leaned 
over toward me, smiling his thousand-watt smile. “Are you scared?”

The lecture hall was quite full and I was terrified. “Yes,” I answered 
in Chinese. Sweat trickled down my back, even though the unheated, 
mattress-factory-turned-Buddha-Hall, affectionately called “the 
icebox,” was quite chilly.

He smiled again. “Don’t worry. We’re all just here so you can learn.” 

Still, I was nervous. Whenever it was my turn, the senior American 
nun assigned to help me sat, not next to me, but across the aisle, and 
made it quite clear she wouldn’t baby me. Sometimes I got so anxious 
that even when she did provide a word I didn’t know, I couldn’t hear 
her. I was convinced she was doing it on purpose. She suggested I get 
my hearing tested. I did. There was nothing wrong with my hearing.

On the days my turn went smoothly, I was elated and my confidence 
soared. On other days, the translator’s chair became the hot seat. 
Perhaps the Master quoted ancient poetry, selections from The Book of 
Changes, or some other classical text. He had them all memorized. It 
was like asking a beginning English speaker to translate Shakespeare or 
Chaucer. On those nights, I emerged exhausted and demoralized. I felt 
like a bumbling idiot, my faults clear for everyone to see. Sometimes 
I’d get so flustered, the Master gave up and translated for himself. He 
certainly didn’t need me to translate for him.
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By the next summer, my Chinese had improved, but not as much as I 
thought. The Master was invited to conduct a meditation session on 
a farm near Reedsport, and many of us went with him. The session, 
held under a tent with open sides, alternated walking while reciting the 
Buddha’s name with silent meditation. In addition to our community, 
about 30 young people attended. Each afternoon and evening, the 
Master gave instructional talks. When my turn came to translate, I 
was feeling pretty special. I knew Chinese and was a translator for the 
Master. 

He began telling a story I knew quite well. This was going to be easy. 
I picked up the earphones and began to translate: “Once there was a 
young man who wanted to shave his head and become a monk, but the 
other monks wouldn’t have him because he was too stupid.” 

The Master looked over at me sternly. “No, that’s not right.” He turned 
to one of the nuns who then retranslated. “There was a young man 
who wished to shave his head and become a monk,” she said. “But the 
other monks wouldn’t have him because he was too stupid.”

The Master smiled and nodded.

I tried again. “When they tried to teach him to recite ‘Homage to 
the Buddha,’ if he remembered ‘Homage,’ he forgot ‘Buddha.’ If he 
remembered ‘Buddha,’ he forgot ‘Homage.’”

“No, no, no. That’s not right,” the Master insisted. Again, he looked to 
someone else to translate.

Another translator corrected me. “They tried to teach him to  
recite the Buddha’s name, but if he remembered ‘Homage,’ he  
forgot ‘Buddha,’ and if he remembered how to recite ‘Buddha,’  
he forgot how to recite ‘Homage’.”

“Yes.” The Master beamed at everyone but me.
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Some say that the Master could read minds. Whether that was true or 
not, at this point, what was going on was as clear as if I had “Needs to 
be taken down a notch” written on my forehead. I had no choice but 
to continue. “When the monks told him he was too stupid to study 
with them, he appealed to the Buddha.” 

“Try these two words,” the Buddha told him. “Sweep clean. Just sweep 
your mind clean.”

“That’s wrong,” came the Master’s voice.

Someone else translated, saying almost exactly what I said, and the 
Master nodded. It went on this way for what felt like forever.  

At last, I managed to translate the ending of the story without being 
corrected. “The monk the others had called stupid was so sincere and 
diligent he got enlightened very quickly, unlike the monks who had 
thought themselves so superior.” By this time my inflated ego had 
shrunk down to nothing. If there was a joke here, it was certainly on me. 

When the lecture finally ended, a young novice, a buddy of mine, came 
over and whispered in my ear. “What did you do to deserve that?” The 
words the Master had spoken on the day I translated for him that first 
time came back to me then. “We’re all here so you can learn.”
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Excerpted from  
THE MOON RAN AFTER HER

Jan M. Flynn

— First Prize: Novel —

Chapter 7

It is fully dark and the moon has risen well above the surrounding 
hills when my mother and I return from the prison. My steps drag 
with fatigue, and neither of us has the energy or spirit to talk on the 
way home. I pause at the pump in the front yard and fill the water 
jug, handing it to Mama as I drink straight from the flow of water. 
She doesn’t reproach me for getting my blouse wet or for behaving 
like a Kurd farmer. 

She drains the water jug gratefully.

Aram leaps up from his perch near the front window when we enter, 
bursting with questions. I steer him away from Mama and do what I 
can to settle his fears. “Yes, we saw Papa, and he was relieved to hear 
you got home safe. He’s proud of you,” I assure him. “It looks like 
you kept yourself busy.”

Aram has fed and watered the animals, tended the garden and picked 
tomatoes and beans for our supper. The lamp is lit and there is a fire 
in the cook stove. Not only that, he’s swept the house and found 
some barley to soak in a crock of thick yogurt. 
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We take a lantern up the outside stairs and roll out our bedding 
on the roof, our custom once the weather has grown warm. I settle 
into the cushions, my mind a tangle of broken thoughts as I gaze at 
the waning moon, its crescent shape resembling the symbol on the 
Turkish flag. 

Can the moon see me? I wonder. Does God care what we call him? Can 
Levon, far away in America, feel me thinking about him? Is my father 
awake too, lying on that filthy prison floor? Exhaustion pulls at my lids 
and I sink into sleep.

The sky in the east still sparkles with stars when I jolt awake, 
my breath coming in gasps. It’s the dream again. But this time I 
remember every detail.

In the midst of the Harput Plain, a great pool beckons in the summer 
heat. People walk toward its edge and jump in, one by one, over 
and over. I see many people I know: Kadri’s father, the man who 
sells tea in the market, several of our neighbors. The professors from 
Euphrates College are there, all stepping over the pool’s edge in their 
trousers and jackets and hats, and I think it’s a little funny to see 
these dignified men preparing to swim with all their clothes on. 
Even the priest from our church climbs in. As I look closer, I see my 
uncles, and Vartkes, and then with a cry of surprise, I spot my sisters 
Elizabeth and Mariam. Mariam hands little Anoush to Elizabeth and 
turns away as Elizabeth and the baby join the growing crowd waiting 
their turn to enter the pool. I think how strange it is that none of 
them are smiling. Why are they going into the pool if they don’t want 
to swim? Now I can peer into the pool itself, as though I’m a bird 
hovering above it. 
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I see the danger they cannot. I yell, I scream, I try to warn them, but 
into the pool they go, until it is crowded with them, with hundreds 
of people, thousands, all Armenians. I see my father jump in and I 
wail with despair.

The pool isn’t full of water. It’s full of blood. 

Mama and I go to the prison the next day, and again the day after, 
but there are more guards now and they turn us away. The women 
in our section of town put their well-honed gossiping skills to good 
use, smuggling nuggets of information gleaned from here and there, 
the hurried visits with their husbands and sons in prison, snatches of 
overheard conversations in offices or the market square, a rare letter 
or telegraph that has somehow slipped through. A few old men and 
young boys, like Aram, who were swept up in the initial raid and 
later released, provide accounts that are repeated over and over. We 
mull over everything, trying to fit the bits together like mismatched 
puzzle pieces. 

We hear the men in the tannery-prison will be moved soon, sent 
to the Red Korak, or all the way to the desert outpost of Der el 
Zor, or used as slave laborers for the army. We are told they will be 
released when the war is over. We are also told they may be executed 
within days. Meanwhile, it is said that groups of them are led away 
at night and tortured, hung upside down with their heads plunged 
into a stinking latrine, their nails and toenails pulled out with pliers, 
their tormentors insisting they confess to treason. It is said that the 
Armenians in Mezreh have suffered the same fate, their men arrested 
and killed, their women and children sent away to who knows where. 

“Don’t believe everything you hear,” Mama counsels me, but I find 
it harder and harder to eat and sleep. After each morning’s fruitless 
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visit to the prison, she goes to the bakery, doing her best to fill my 
father’s position and keep things in order, leaving me in charge of 
the house. Most of the bakery staff is gone, so she does much of 
the baking herself. At night, sweating and exhausted, she brings the 
ledgers home to show me. 

“You’re good with numbers; I can hardly make sense of this.”

I busy myself with this work and the household chores, with the 
garden, with my schoolbooks, with scribbling in my diary. Aram is 
hardly allowed out of the house, so fearful is Mama that the Turks 
will change their minds and haul him off to the tannery. He grows 
sullen and short-tempered, and we quarrel over the least little things. 
Once or twice I hear him crying in his sleep.

It’s getting harder to get hold of the necessities we can’t grow or make 
ourselves. The few remaining Armenian merchants and craftsmen try 
to safeguard their wares, but one morning, all their shops and stores 
are ordered to open at the same time. The owners are arrested and 
their goods turned over to the government. Only the purveyors of 
food and other essentials are spared, at least for now.

Seri Harutunian, our next-door neighbor, shows us a paper she has 
received from the Ottoman Bank, requiring her to immediately pay 
the debt on her family’s carpet business or face forfeiture of all the 
assets in their accounts. The sum they demand is staggering. 

“I don’t know what they’re talking about, we don’t owe them a single 
lira. We never borrowed anything from them,” frets Seri as she sips 
the tea my mother urges on her. “The man at the bank says he will 
only talk to my husband, but my husband is in the prison. What can 
I do?”
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Every night, the same dream. The pool seethes with people struggling 
to keep their heads above its bloody surface, their arms and legs 
thrashing and covered with gore. I recognize more and more faces: 
Mr. Harutunian, my best friend’s older brother Hagop, one of the 
men who works at the bakery, the one who always used to slip me a 
buttery roll or a soft choreg when I visited my father at work. Every 
night I try to save them, but my arms and legs are as heavy as lead 
and cannot move. I can’t even turn my head. I can only watch as the 
thrashing of the drowning people slows, and the blood covers their 
mouths, their eyes. 

Five days have dragged by since we last saw my father. An eternity. 
The house feels empty without him, vulnerable, as though the doors 
and walls have lost their power to keep anything or anyone out. I 
can’t take a bite of bread or a sip of water without a stab of guilt, 
wondering if Papa is going hungry and thirsty. Late on Thursday, 
as the afternoon heat cools toward evening, I lead Raffi down to 
the common meadow, a semi-grassy patch where neighbors turn out 
their household livestock to let them nibble at whatever forage they 
can find. A crazy thought enters my head and refuses to leave. 

I wait until nearly everyone has cleared out, and lead Raffi to the 
far edge of the field. The ground here tilts uphill from the center of 
town, and at its eastern perimeter is a straggly stand of trees that grow 
between the boulders at the foot of the slope. I guide the old horse to 
the far side of one of the thicker trees, talking to him in low, soothing 
tones. I loop his lead rope over his neck, tying both of its ends to 
the sides of his woven halter. In a few minutes I have a crude bridle 
and reins. With a hand on the reins, I step onto a boulder with one 
foot and, hitching my skirt, throw the other leg over Raffi’s back. He 
skitters forward in surprise, and I am nearly pitched sideways, but I 
manage to hang on and right myself, grabbing a handful of his mane 
for good measure. 
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I have only ridden him a few times, always with the high-backed, 
lamb’s wool-covered saddle, and always at a sedate pace under my 
father’s watchful eye. Raffi’s broad back feels bony and his hide is 
slippery, but I hang on with my legs like I do when I’m climbing 
the mulberry tree. I tap my heels on his flanks, giving him clucks of 
encouragement. He summons a slow, bouncing trot, and off we go 
along a trail up the darkening hillside, more or less in the direction 
of the copse at the top of the hill. An evening breeze tickles my ears, 
and I can hear my inner voices arguing.

You’re going to get in so much trouble, Ani. What if the soldiers or the 
gendarmes catch you out here? 

Never mind that! Whatever you do, keep going. You don’t have to worry 
about the Turks. Mama’s likely to kill you when you get home anyway.

I thread along the hillside just above town, keeping Raffi to the 
narrow trails worn by grazing sheep. Everything looks different up 
here and I fear I’ve lost my bearings, but much sooner than I had 
dared to hope, Raffi and I reach the crest of the hill. Sheltered among 
the pine trees, I let Raffi graze as I look down on the tannery itself. 

Its rear yard is lit with torches and crowded with milling men being 
shoved and prodded into ragged lines by shouting guards. I strain to 
recognize my father. One by one, the lines of prisoners are marched 
off along a broad path that leads uphill and away from where I hide. 
Amid the shouts of the guards, I hear cries of desperation from some 
of the men, sobbed prayers, the names of wives and mothers. I know 
the path the prisoners are taking. It leads along a deep ravine on the 
other side of the hill.

I slide off Raffi’s back, pleading silently with him not to run away. 
I creep through brush and leaves, edging closer to the rim of the 
hillside where I have a clearer view. One of the younger prisoners 
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tries to break away from his convoy, running with the last of his 
strength; a crack and a flash from one of the guard’s Mausers, and he 
sprawls motionless in the dirt. 

“Hovaness, my son, no,” wails an older man. He runs toward the 
body, but a guard’s rifle butt smashes him in the face. He drops too, 
and they are left behind as the lines straggle toward the cedars that 
grow along the ravine. 

I watch, frozen, unaware of my own breath and body, as though I 
have left them behind. The first groups of prisoners have by now 
climbed out of sight along the edge of the ravine. Suddenly, there is a 
staccato crackling sound, a series of sharp metallic pops amid distant 
screams. I flatten myself in the dirt. I can feel nothing, but I hear 
weeping and realize it’s coming from me. Time stretches and curves 
and finally seems to stop altogether. I press my face into the dust.

I hear another group of prisoners being dragged into the firelight and 
shoved into formation to be goaded along the pathway. 

“Balthasar, Balthasar, what is happening, what can we do?” wails 
a teenage boy. My head jerks up as I hear my father’s name, and 
in answer his words ring with the clear tone he uses when leading 
prayers in church. 

“My son, we are going to meet Jesus,” he calls. The hope and grief in 
his voice sear my heart. “We must not fear.” 

I try to shout his name, but my mouth fills with vile liquid and I 
retch into the dirt. My stomach heaves so hard I am nearly choked 
with the effort. When I can breathe again, I look for my father, but 
he is gone, his convoy having disappeared into the trees. The volleys 
of rifle fire, the strangled screams and shouts, roll on and on. 
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My ears ring. I sit up, my head swimming as though I’m in a trance. 
Absently, I brush the dirt and leaves off my skirt and peer through 
the last of the late evening light. In the yawning quiet I hear Raffi’s 
slow footfall as he moves among the brush, nibbling at leaves. Some 
corner of my mind thinks how lucky it is that he hasn’t wandered off.

Numb, I pick my way through rocks and bushes until I reach the 
horse, clamber onto his back, and turn his head toward what I hope 
is the direction of home. I feel a crushing weight in my chest, the 
burden of the news I must deliver.

Papa is dead.



Noyo River Review

Noyo Marine
Jim Colling
Acrylic



28

Chapter 1: Jonah: England and Scotland, 2005 AD

I know who I am. I’m one of those pale boys you see on the street, 
swearing. One of those pale boys, with short hair and a faded blue 
anorak. One of those boys you don’t like. You’re afraid of me. Adults 
steer clear of me. My teachers hate me. But my new parents?  

They jump up from the chairs facing Marsden’s office the moment I 
walk out. Like they’ve been sitting on nails the whole time. I’m the one 
in trouble, not them. I leave the door open, the headmistress, staring at 
them from her desk, waiting.  

“Oh God, Jonah.” Katrina takes my shoulders, but I pull away. “Not 
again.” She tries to catch my arm, but her phone goes off. She fumbles 
for it and steps to one side, against the wall, so Marsden can’t see. “I’ll 
just be another half hour,” she whispers. “A half hour late, yeah. Maybe 
more. Could you?” 

“Stay here, for God’s sake, Jonah.” Jim points to the chairs. “Don’t take 
off again.  Don’t make it any worse. OK, mate?”

I don’t answer.

“OK?” 

Excerpted from  
JONAH’S CROSSING

A.E. Conran

— First Prize: Young Adult Fiction —
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They go into the office and close the door. I want to run again, just get 
away, but then I hear them talking. I walk up to the door and listen 
instead. 

“We’ve been more than understanding.” Marsden’s snotty voice rises 
above Jim’s. “The other parents have been very gracious, or we’d be 
talking quite differently.”

More mumbling. Then Katrina says, “We didn’t go into this blind, 
we’re not that naïve, but he’s in a different world half the time—”

“We get into this downward spiral—” Jim mutters.

Marsden butts in. She talks and talks about me. Me, not fitting in. Not 
performing. Not making friends. Hitting out. Running off. Not the 
sort of kid her private secondary school really serves. I stop listening. 

I don’t belong with these people. They’re not mine. Nobody is. I don’t 
see my real parents anymore. Don’t want to. I don’t know. She left me 
with him, in the end. My real Mum. Left me … I don’t know.

I’m expelled so close to the summer holidays, it’s like getting an extra 
week of vacation, but Katrina doesn’t see it like that. She gets on at me 
so much even my new Grandma thinks we’ve had enough. So she gives 
us a holiday. A cheap, three-week holiday in a damp, stinking place in 
the middle of trees. Somewhere their family used to go. Somewhere 
special, she says. Well, not for me. The minute we start driving down 
those stupid, not even tarmacked roads, with not enough room to get 
two cars past, twisting along the edge of a loch and then the edge of the 
sea, I decide I’m leaving. I mean, what the hell do you do in a dump 
like this apart from turn rotten with the cold and damp? And I can’t 
get more rotten. That’s what they think.  
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“We’re nearly there!” Jim cranes to look into the backseat, smiling like 
this is the happiest day ever while black branches scratch the sides of 
his sensible new family car. I look out the window and say nothing. 

The thin road is streaked brown with mud and puddles. On the right, 
hills rise up; behind them is the sea. On the left, more hills and flat 
marshes, then rocks and lochs: deep black-fingered inlets of sea. 

“See!” Jim says. We stop at the only house on the road to pick up 
the key to the holiday cottage. The landlady’s house is new brick with 
white plastic windows. It should be in a housing development like the 
one I live in now. Not here. Not one of the first houses to block the 
winds from the Irish Sea. It looks stupid. 

I stay in the car on the drive watching Katrina and Jim on the front 
doorstep, nodding. “Oh yes. Long day, but worth it.”

I don’t think it’s worth it at all.

The lady who owns the holiday cottage is old. “Three weeks, is it?” She  
dries her hands on her apron. “That’s a good stay and there’s plenty  
to do.” 

“Yes, there’s so much history,” Katrina agrees. “We used to stay in 
the village when I was a kid. We all loved it. It’s just as beautiful as I 
remembered.” They have to make everyone like them. We’re so nice, so 
polite. How could you not like us? How could you not like us, Jonah?

 “Teachers, are you?” The old lady asks.

“I am,” Jim says. “Used to be a lawyer, but I chucked it in for teaching. 
Forget the pay, I couldn’t resist the holidays.” He laughs.

“It was the satisfaction, Jim.” Katrina nudges him in the ribs.

“Oh, yeah. That too.”

“Kids these days,” the old lady says. “Must be tough.”
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“No, yeah, it is,” says Jim, “but I love it, and Kat here has her own 
practice, so we can be flexible. Ophthalmologist.”

“Oh, that’s interesting because I’m long-sighted, but this last 
prescription—”

“I specialize in children, sight-related learning difficulties and things,” 
Katrina says, but the old lady goes on about her glasses. Katrina keeps 
smiling and nodding. 

“Thank you so much,” they say at last, taking the key to the rental 
cottage. The owner points out over the grey hills to a lone house far 
away on the edge of land. “We’ll let you know if there’s a problem with 
the heating, yes. Our son? Jonah? He’s thirteen. Yes, he’ll love it.”

We carry on driving. By a grey boulder we turn left. “Jonah, get the 
gate, will you?” I don’t want to. I don’t want to get out into that cold. 
Jim does it in the end. Slams the car door.  

We drive along the driveway, over a hump, and down into an old 
farmyard. The cottage is big, grey, ugly, the windows and doors painted 
blue. There’s lino on the floor. They can’t like this. Wallpaper with 
bumps, big-patterned carpet, and I smell damp.  It’s not strong, but it’s 
there, making me think of the house before Mum left. A damp house. 
Grey pebbledash. Junk in the garden. Damp rags of curtains in broken 
windows. Me, small and scared, hiding in a cupboard that stinks of 
damp.

“It’ll air out,” Katrina says. “The views are spectacular.”  

The first afternoon and there’s a storm. “Oh, how exciting!” They want 
to go out. So we get into all this rain gear. Bright red coats and pants 
and hoods with zippers over our mouths. A whole load of fuss just to go 
out in the rain. All dressed up, I could be theirs. I bet they think that.
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There’s an old chapel by the sea. It’s on a hill reaching up from the 
shoreline. The chapel is just a small grey building. Nothing to look at. 
Slits for windows. Ugly, like everything. 

On the hillside are graves and a huge stone cross. It’s decorated with 
all that Celtic swirling stuff, like tattoos. It’s grey too, mossy. The hill 
disappears into a stretch of spiking rocks and marsh grass. There’s no 
beach, just black rocks, sticking up until the land falls away into the 
deep black sea. The rocks are so sharp you can hardly walk without 
falling. What’s the point? It’s wet. It’s cold. The wind blows you over. 

“It’s magnificent, Jonah.” Can’t you see it Jonah? Can’t you see  
anything, Jonah? 

Across the sea there’s an island. I don’t know which, and I don’t  
listen when they tell me. Away past that is Ireland. “Isn’t that  
amazing, Jonah?”

No.

The sky is still blue over the island, but the clouds close in on us. 
They are pink at first, but build up, fat and black, and blacker. You 
see, I do notice. I do see. And then it gets so black it’s like the clouds 
have swallowed the sun. There’s just one beam of light. A thin path of 
orange cutting through all the black like a beam from a torch. And I 
want to follow it, stand in it. Be there in the light.  

I start to walk. It’s hard. The wind pushes me back and the spikey 
rocks stand up all around me so I can’t go forward. Can’t move without 
stumbling into one. I try. I graze my hand. I swear. They don’t hear. 
They can’t. The wind hits the sides of our heads. All I can hear is the 
thump of the wind against my ears. It feels like it’s just me, alone, 
barely standing, in the buffeting wind. So I swear into it. Louder and 
louder I shout, until I start laughing. Laughing at it all.
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Across the water in the black chopping sea, there’s a small boat. It’s 
floundering across that one beam of light. Not a sailing boat, but an 
old black-looking thing. Its sail is torn. Men are crouched down. Some 
are kneeling. They’re praying, they are. All in brown. Heads bald. A 
bunch of monks in a boat. The boat’s sinking and they’re praying. Like 
that will help.

The boat’s nearly swamped and there’s a boy digging out the water. 
He’s got a brown cloak on. It sticks to him with the sea. He must be 
frozen. 

He’s shouting and bailing and going mad at those monks, cuffing their 
shoulders while they do nothing. I know he’s angry. I know he’s scared. 
I can’t really hear him, but I think I can. Swearing, like me. Swearing 
with everything he has.

They should help him. Someone should help him. And then he sees 
me. He’s a long way off. It’s dark and the rain is like prison bars, but 
he looks right at me.

Someone taps me on the shoulder.

“What?” I turn to see Jim. What does he want now?

“Are you OK?” 

I look back at the sea. The boat is gone.

Chapter 2: Wrad: Scotland, 574 AD

I was bailing and screaming like a banshee.  Me, Wrad, the son of a 
Pictish chieftain, now slave to these clueless Scotti monks. I should 
have left them to drown, but I could not. Columcille, my master, had 
left them in my care. I couldn’t let him down. 
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“You’re going to die!” I was yelling, but they didn’t lift a finger, except 
in prayer.  Not one of them could swim, yet they did nothing to save 
themselves, only cry out to their Father in the sky.

“You fools. Bail. Bail, I tell you!” I cuffed them over their bald, wet 
heads. Even Columcille would have been bailing. He might be a 
monk, but he’s a warrior, too. He’d fight. “Damn you all to your hell! 
I am not dying while I’m still a slave. It’s a man’s death I want.” It’s a 
man’s life I want back. I dug at the water as if I was digging myself out 
of my own grave. I was not going to let that serpent of a sea take me 
in his black seaweed grip and drag me down to the sandbanks below.

“There’s the shore.” I shouted, still bailing, still pleading in the prayer 
mongers’ ears as the boat strained to stay afloat. “Help me, for your 
own God’s sake. I’m a chieftain’s son. A Pict. I will not die a slave.”

And then I started laughing, laughing or crying, I’m not sure, as I 
thought of all those stupid monks, knowing nothing of life and dying 
knowing nothing, piling up on the bottom of the muddy, dirty sea. 

“You’re not our slave, Wrad,” the monks always said to me. “There are 
no slaves before God. You are a slave to your old Pictish Goddess, to 
your body made of dirt, and to superstition. 

We are free of the world. Free of the sins of the body, free of the burden 
of wealth, free in obedience.”  

“You are never free,” I said to them once. “You always have a master: 
God, man, or your own ill luck.” That is what I said, because that is 
what I knew. I was a slave to all three. And so were they, whatever they 
said. So are we all.  

I glanced at the shoreline. Through my tears and the stinging salt spray, 
I saw rocks pointed like the teeth of a great wolf. I saw a boy standing 
against the wind. It was dark, we were at some distance, and the rain 
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was like a forest of thorns around us, but I still felt him catch me in his 
glare. I could not tear my eyes away. A boy wearing a hood so bright 
it was as if he were standing in fire. As if he were a flaming torch, 
a beacon on the edge of the sea, guiding me to safety. He pointed 
directly at me, and I knew then he was a spirit sent by the Goddess of 
my clan to help me. I knew then I would not die. My Goddess had 
not forsaken me.  



Sun Through Cypress
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I stand  
in wheat 
half a yardstick high 
grasshoppers spring into my cupped hands 
Dad counts heads of hail-damaged stalks.

Suddenly 
rattler, rattler, rattler 
clicks like tap shoes on a car roof 
flat head 
polished agate eyes 
a coiled hemp hose braided with diamonds 
tail like Salome’s hips.

An angel of a snake.

I think of frogs moving through the snake’s belly 
dissolving like bar soap in wet fingers 
first the leaf-green skin 
then flaky white flesh that tastes like chicken 
then putrid yellow lungs, burping air 
rosebud heart 
last, the lace-white bones.

MONTANA WHEAT FIELD
Barbara Link

— Second Prize: Poetry —



38

Dad grabs a broken shovel 
strikes 
slicing head from eight-foot body 
brown and yellow kaleidoscope: 
the hard earth  
Dad’s khaki pants and straw hat  
the linen-colored wheat and dust on my shoes 
the broken handle of the shovel  
dried mud on the 
rusty blade.
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TENDER ROOTS
Valerie Stoller

— Second Prize: Short Fiction —

An open Altoids tin, splayed in the dirt between the neat rows of 
arugula, held two nickels and one dime. Nellie sighed. He’d been there 
again. Light glinted off copper pennies, half-buried in the damp soil. 
Payment for the missing head of lettuce, an empty hole left behind, a 
gaping wound in the dirt.

Nellie inspected the raised wooden box in the community garden. A 
straw sunhat shielded her wrinkled face, her sunglasses like blinders 
against the debris strewn over the cracked sidewalk a few feet away. 
The city’s Tenderloin neighborhood struggled to nourish life, be it 
baby lettuce or homeless young men. 

Sunlight broke through the heavy fog and warmed the morning 
air. Nellie inhaled the garden’s musky aroma. Basil, rosemary, 
lavender, even the scent of manure was intoxicating. Back home in 
the Philippines, when she was just a girl, her mother had insisted 
on teaching Nellie and her younger brother Rico how to grow 
vegetables. Mother’s lessons had been practical, learned during her 
own impoverished childhood. 

“No matter where you live, you will know how to feed yourself,” 
Mother would say. “To honor God.” 
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Her children would be survivors, she’d prayed, the dirt under their 
fingernails proof of her love. But Mother’s love hadn’t been enough to 
save Rico. The AIDS virus had eventually snatched him, back when 
gay men were told God had justly punished their sins. 

A shadow fell over the delicate heads of lettuce. Nellie straightened 
her spine and looked up into a familiar face. Connor, the lettuce thief. 
His cheeks held some stubble, fine blond hair under the grime of the 
streets. Pale eyes, haunted by fatigue, peered down. 

A large trash bag hung over his shoulder, Connor’s long fingers 
wrapped around the plastic. No backpack today. Had it been stolen? 
Nellie knew he slept alone, curled in his sleeping bag in the dark entry 
of the tattoo shop on Polk Street. Not a safe place for a vulnerable boy.

“Hi, Connor.” Nellie tilted her head back to meet his eyes. He towered 
over her. Somehow she’d shrunk, now barely five feet tall, as if the 
burdens she’d carried over sixty years had pressed her deeper into the 
earth. “How are you?”

“I wanted to be sure you got my money.” Connor glanced at his feet. 

“Now don’t you worry about paying me. What else have you eaten 
today?”

So hard to see this boy struggle. He’d told Nellie he’d turned seventeen 
the week before he’d left home, just a month ago. Left his small town 
in Texas, the suffocating rules, the mindless work at the grocery store. 
Left it all because he had to. He wouldn’t explain the rest. Just that 
he’d been drowning there, almost out of air by the time he’d caught a 
ride out of town. 

“I’ll be okay, ma’am. The church is serving lunch later on. I can fill 
up there.”
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Very polite, with that Texas drawl, his voice stuck deep in his chest. 
Connor’s denim jacket and stained jeans hung on his thin frame as 
if he were some abandoned scarecrow. Definitely not okay. He didn’t 
belong on the street. 

She knew about those young men—boys, really—on Polk Street who 
sold their bodies to buy food or drugs. Was Connor going to become 
one of them? No. She would not let that happen. She hadn’t known 
how to keep her brother safe. But Connor? Maybe God had given her 
another chance.

Nellie had abandoned Rico when he was first diagnosed. During the 
months his body had succumbed to the virus, she came to regret her 
decision. By the time she’d reached out to him, folded his long thin 
fingers in hers, his cracked, swollen lips and glazed eyes had fractured 
her heart. Too late to ask his forgiveness. Too late to make amends. 

But this was different. Connor still had time, a future, too, if only he’d 
make better choices. Helping others always felt good. Being needed. 
Mother had said, “Good deeds earn points in Heaven. God always 
knows your heart.” Nellie carried this in her heart, heard those words 
in her mother’s soft voice. Yes, Connor could help her in the garden.

 “Look, Connor,” she said. “I need some help moving those bags of 
compost over to that new planter box.”

“Sure.” Connor’s smile came and went so quickly she’d have missed it if 
she hadn’t been watching. “I guess I have time.”

“Good.” Nellie nodded. “But first I want you to taste something. I 
spiced up a family recipe, added some fresh herbs. Tell me if you like it.” 

The previous night she’d made a large pot of kari-kari, a Filipino 
stew her grandmother had cooked every Sunday for the family. Beef, 
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eggplant, sautéed onions, garlic, and peanuts.  A recipe so full of 
memories that she often ate the stew with her eyes closed.

The garden’s potting shed held a tiny makeshift kitchen. Nellie 
spooned a cupful of stew out of her thermos into a metal bowl and 
carried it to Connor. He squatted, his rear end leaning against the 
edge of the planter box, and held the bowl close to his chest. Street 
Life Rule Number One: Guard your food. 

Connor shoveled the stew into his mouth, wolfed down big chunks of 
beef and eggplant without a breath in between. This boy was starving. 
Nellie’s eyes filled.

“It’s good. Tastes like the pesto pizza I used to get back home.” Connor 
wiped his mouth on the cuff of his sleeve. “Guess I was hungrier than 
I thought.”

Of course he was hungry. She wanted to shake him by the shoulders, 
shake some sense into him. Someone needed to. But who was he to 
Nellie? Just one young man living on the street. She couldn’t save 
them all, but maybe just this one, with those long thin fingers. She 
reached out and put her hand on his shoulder.

“Hey.” Connor’s voice broke into her thoughts. He jerked away from 
her hand. “What are you doing? Let go of me.” 

The spoon clattered against the metal bowl and fell to the dirt. Nellie 
yanked her hand away as if she’d just touched hot coals. Connor stood 
up and grabbed his large trash bag. 

“Don’t do that.” He stepped back. A flash of fury raced across his face. 
“No one touches me. No one.”

He hoisted the bag onto his shoulder and glared at Nellie before 
walking away, down the littered sidewalk toward Polk Street. The 
trash bag thudded against his back with every step. Nellie’s hands 
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clenched into fists. Why had she done that, frightened him away? So 
much for helping. She’d only made things worse.

 A week passed with no Connor sightings. Nellie scanned the planter 
boxes every morning in hopes of finding a few scattered coins or 
missing vegetables. But the empty Altoids tin stayed untouched. He 
was gone. Maybe just a few blocks away from the garden, holed up in 
some apartment with an older guy who fed him McDonald’s burgers 
and soggy fries. Gave him pot and a little speed in exchange for small 
favors. Nellie’s heart ached.

By the third week, images of Connor, alone and frightened, stalked 
her dreams. Nellie woke coated in sweat, out of breath. Sometimes 
Rico’s face stared back, his dark features superimposed onto Connor’s 
pale face. Rico had spent his last few weeks in the AIDS ward at 
the hospital, Nellie holding his hand, stroking his forehead, praying 
with him until the thin sheet over his chest stopped moving. Mother, 
thank God, had been spared the anguish of caring for her dying son. 
Nellie’s own suffering, bearing witness during those long days while 
her brother slipped away, still lingered. She prayed for his soul, saw 
flashes of him in strangers, his ghost following her footsteps.

Now Connor, someone she barely knew, had disrupted her quiet life, 
her routines of daily Mass, her garden hours, the cocoon of her small 
apartment. Connor needed her. She had to look for him, no matter 
what she’d find. 

Nellie walked up to Polk Street. Her breath puffed wispy clouds 
into the cold morning air, her shoulder weighted by a canvas bag 
that bulged with plastic containers she’d filled with food: Cashews, 
beef jerky, peanut butter, some tangerines. If she found Connor, she’d 
hand him all this, a peace offering, an apology for trying too hard. 

No one slept on the sidewalk in front of the shuttered tattoo shop. 
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Nellie shifted the tote bag to her other shoulder and headed up Polk 
to the coffee shop, the only place open so early. The aroma of strong 
coffee and something else filled her nose. A group of ragged young 
men huddled outside the entrance, smoking, sipping from steaming 
paper cups. Connor was one of them. He raised his eyebrows.

“Hey, Connor.” Nellie studied him. His stubble had grown into a 
wispy blonde beard, some crumbs nestled in the hairs. “I’ve been 
looking for you.”

“What the hell, man?” One of the other guys poked Connor in the 
arm. “Is she your mom? Or your grandma?” 

The guy laughed and took a long hit off his cigarette. Conner shook 
his head, his mouth pulled tight.

“Are you stalking me or something?” He walked away from the group 
and faced Nellie, his pupils huge. “What are you doing here?”

“I was worried about you.” Nellie’s cheeks flushed. “I thought maybe 
you were dead.” 

Speaking those words out loud in the cool morning air sounded 
ridiculous. He was alive and had moved on. Made friends. He didn’t 
want to hear about her dreams, the dark fantasies she couldn’t shake.

“I’m fine,” Connor said. “I found some guys to hang with. Slept at 
the shelter.” 

 At least he’d been off the street. “I brought you some food. Just 
snacks, so you don’t go hungry.” 

She pulled the bag off her shoulder and offered it to Connor. He 
opened the straps and looked inside.

“Thanks.” He flashed that quick smile. “I’m not gonna turn down 
food. But don’t worry about me, okay?”
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Nellie held her breath. She’d failed Rico, hadn’t saved him. Yet here 
she was still trying to save someone, this young man with slender 
fingers and his own secrets. Connor didn’t want to be saved. He didn’t 
need her. She had to let him go. Rico too.

“I gotta go.” Connor nodded at her and walked back to his friends. 

Nellie let out her breath. Her arms ached to hug him, hold him close. 
Instead she pressed her hand against her chest, felt the steady pulse 
under her fingers. God had given her this chance to heal. Forgive 
herself. Something loosened inside her, an unclenching of the fist 
around her heart. 

“Stop by the garden sometime,” Nellie called out. “You can give me 
a hand.”

He looked at her, shrugged and turned back to his friends. 

Nellie sighed and headed down the street toward the garden. Always 
a place of refuge and comfort, where she felt so close to God. Close 
to Mother and Rico, too. Her mind drifted to the freshly composted 
vegetable box, the seedlings to be planted. She could almost smell 
the basil, feel the moist soil between her fingers. When she was done 
working in the dirt, she’d wash up and serve herself a large helping of 
kari-kari to savor in the garden, eating the stew with her eyes closed.
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Excerpted from  
HONEY, DO YOU WANT A GUN?

Laura Burke

— Honorable Mention: Book-Length Nonfiction —

There are six cops in my apartment. Four of them are crowded into 
my tiny living room with me. It’s claustrophobic. I’m sitting on the 
red sofa my mom bought me at Levitz when I moved out. Their 
guns are at eye level as they move around fingerprinting, testing 
doors and windows, looking through my things. 

I’m sticky, wet with orange juice and blood. It’s mostly my own 
blood, probably some of the strangler’s too. I got in some good 
punches. 

The police took pictures of me earlier. I never look good in pictures, 
but I bet these are the worst. My knees and my back are burned 
from the rug. My knuckles are cut. My neck is bruised. They took 
shots of all of it. I want to take a shower, but I have to answer more 
stupid questions.

I watch the guys work and try not to think about what happened. I 
can’t think about it; it’s like a bad acid trip when your mind shows 
you horrible things and the scary hallucinations seem real. 

Shultz pops his head around my divider and waves me into the bed-
room. I’ve given the cops fake names to keep track of them. The 
boss is Jaws because he’s big and his skin and hair and eyes and suit 
are all a sallow gray and he’s trying to eat me alive with questions. 
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Jaws’s partner, Shultz, is Shultz because he’s a bumbling fool with 
a round face and a stupid mustache like the sergeant on Hogan’s 
Heroes. Then there’s Curly, Moe, Larry, and Joe, the stooges doing 
the dirty work.

I’m careful to step around the orange juice puddle in the doorway 
when I join Jaws and Shultz in my bedroom. 

Jaws is looking at a large photo on my dresser. It’s the photo John 
took of me and Ralph, the artistic one with me semi-nude. John 
blew it up to 8x10, framed it, and gave it to me for my sixteenth 
birthday: it’s the only picture of me I like.

Jaws squints at me like he’s trying to read me. “Who’s the guy?”

“Ralph. Ex-boyfriend.”

“The one you say was here earlier?”

“Yes.”

“Are you sure it wasn’t Ralph who attacked you? Did you have an 
argument that escalated?” 

“You already asked that. No. We were fine. It was nice. We had 
dinner.”

“He looks a lot older than you.”

“He’s twenty-nine.”

“And you’re seventeen?”

I nod, feeling his judgment. He raises his eyebrows, then stares at 
me, sure that he knows all about Ralph and me.

“So give me the attacker’s description again.”

“Tall, good looking with shoulder-length brown hair, wearing jeans, 
no shirt, and a hunting knife strapped on his leg. I told you, I 
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thought it was my brother at first.”

“You thought it was someone you knew?”

“Just for a second, then I knew it wasn’t.”

“Wasn’t someone you knew?”

“Wasn’t my fucking brother!”

“Hold off with the profanity, we’re trying to help here.”

“I know, but it just sounds like. . .”

“Like what?”

“Whatever.”

Jaws tries to stare me down. I stare back. He shoves the photo in my 
face. “Your description sure sounds like this guy.” He fans me with 
it, and each time I feel the whoosh of wind, I want to scream. I close 
my eyes and take a deep breath and begin to see myself suddenly 
knocking the photo from Jaws’s ugly grasp.

Shultz asks, “Are you on something?”

“No, I’m not on anything!”

Jaws joins in, “Were you taking drugs earlier?” 

“I told you, no drugs, just a bottle of wine with dinner.”

Jaws stares at me again, eyebrows raised. I glare back, hating him 
for his injustice, hating him for his white-male power, hating him.

Shultz picks up my nightlight. The cord is cut.  

“It’s the cord he used to strangle me,” I say. 

“Yeah, we have the other piece. It was in your hand when we found 
you down the road. Looked like you’d had some strong drugs. You 
were convulsive.”
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“I don’t know why I was convulsing. I just fought him, then chased 
him a block, and I was scared. I was pissed off. My body just did 
that. It’s not now. See.” I hold out my hands. Steady as a rock. I’m 
angry and it makes me steady.

Joe comes in, steps right in the puddle. He whispers loudly to Jaws. 
“Our little victim here has been a guest in Juvenile Hall on occa-
sion.”

They all look at me. 

“I’ll tell you what I think,” says Shultz. “I think you and your boy-
friend did drugs, got in a fight, he hurt you, and now you’re trying 
to protect him.” 

“Shultz,” is all I say.

“Who’s Shultz?” Jaws asks.

I laugh, then look into his gray eyes. “Can we just be done with this 
now? I don’t want your help anymore.” 

“We’re here because calls came in from miles around about your 
scream! We’re investigating!”

“No, you’re not; you’re accusing.”

He glares at me for another long beat. He’s not studying me, he’s 
trying to break me. I’ve seen it before: in cops, teachers, parents. I 
speak up and fight back when someone’s an asshole, and it’s gotten 
me into situations where I’ve seen this crap before. 

I wait it out, staring back, but I can’t stand him anymore. “Go fuck 
yourselves,” I mumble. 

Jaws laughs. “Wait here,” he says. He takes my photo and splits. Joe 
and Shultz follow and they all step in the puddle. 
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I sniff the ends of my long, blonde, sticky hair. I’ll never forget that 
orange juice on the floor, in my hair, on him.

I sit down on my bed to wait. I run my fingers over the flowers on 
my headboard to feel the raised bumps. It’s my childhood bed, a sin-
gle white headboard and footboard, with hand-painted pink flowers 
and tiny green leaves. I used to do this when I was little, pass my 
fingers over the raised bumps.

My mom let me take my old bed last month when I moved out. My 
queen-sized waterbed got a leak, so this was all there was to take. I’ll 
get a big bed later when I save money. 

Jaws and Shultz return. Jaws steps over the orange juice, Shultz steps 
in it. They don’t have my picture with them. 

“Are we going to find drugs in the house?” Jaws asks.

“No.” 

“My men are turning it upside-down for evidence. It’s better to tell 
us now.”

“No, no drugs,” I say again, “Where’s my picture?”

“We’re using it,” he answers.

“For what?”

“Just sit tight.”

They stomp out with their big, dirty shoes, and I wait some more.

Finally, Larry lumbers in with my photo. Larry because he’s bald 
on top, but has hair around the sides. He steps in the puddle and 
stops to look at it. He taps his shoe in it, looks at me, and then at 
the picture. He leers at me and then at the photo a couple of times, 
comparing, seeing me naked in his dirty, bald mind. 
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Jaws and Shultz return. Larry sets the photo upright on my dresser. 
It tips. He fixes it. It falls. 

Stooge.

Jaws comments like I’m not in the room. “Where the hell were her 
parents when she was taking that picture? Just don’t give a damn.” 

Larry dips a brush in black powder and spreads it over my photo and 
dresser, “Irresponsible, let their kids do what they want.”

That doesn’t describe my parents or I wouldn’t be here. I watch the 
brush turn my things black. My dresser matches my bed, white with 
raised pink flowers. 

Jaws starts his interrogation again. “So, you’re saying another rapist 
got in after the Ralph guy left?” 

“He didn’t try to rape me. He just tried to kill me.”

Moe and Joe squeeze in and we barely all fit. Joe whispers something 
to Jaws, but I can’t hear it.

Jaws stands. “Come with us to the station.”

“No way, I haven’t done anything!”

“We’re not arresting you. We want you to do a sketch with our artist 
and look at some photos.”

Moe adds, “Your neighbors saw a man hanging around the last few 
days. He’s been asking questions about you, when you get home, 
what days you work. That stuff. We showed them the photo. It’s 
not Ralph.” 

I give Jaws an “I told you so” stare, but he walks away, Shultz trailing 
him. I follow them out and step right in the puddle. Moe, Joe, and 
Larry bring up the rear. 
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We go out the front door in the same order, Curly at the back. The 
night smells fresh and new. Curly turns off the lights. “Do you have 
your keys?” he asks before he shuts the door.

I don’t even have my purse. I pull out of line and Curly stands aside 
so I can go back in. 

My apartment is dark. It seems big now that it’s empty but still filled 
with my fear. It’s a different kind of claustrophobic.

I look into the blackness. It reeks of terror. I hear my screams echo-
ing still, maybe they always will. 

I step over the threshold into darkness.
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Excerpted from  
PEASANT STOCK

Jane Armbruster

— Third Prize: Novel —

A Confession

Soul pain propels Josephine Baumann through the center door and 
into the vestibule of St. Peter’s Church far ahead of her mother and 
siblings. Dark, musk-scented silence from the nave in front of her 
makes her stop in her tracks. The quiet, the dark, the musk evoke a 
time when she was two or so, and she knew her father loved her. He 
wrapped his callused hand around hers and put his finger in front of 
his lips, whispered “Shhhh,” and her fear of the mysterious interior of 
the church went away. Now her father gets drunk in the local taverns 
and comes home and beats her mother, unless she and her brother 
Davey wrestle him out of the house and prevent it. 

In a small-town society where bloodlines determine one’s place and 
everyone knows everyone else, Josephine is disgraced—the more 
so because everybody knows she was a four-month-old embryo in 
her mother’s womb when her parents got married. She reaches into 
her shiny white plastic shoulder bag and touches her prayer book. 
It’s always there, always gives her the unchanging and time-tested 
guidance of the Catholic Church. Perhaps, if she follows it faithfully, 
she can become respectable and might even marry Frankie Dumont, 
scion of the most prominent family in town and its most sought-after 
bachelor. Last night, on a double date, he sat next to her and let his 
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arm slide down her back and rest on her shoulders. She must prove 
herself worthy of him—banish her impure thoughts of him—make a 
good confession—become worthy of Frankie in God’s eyes, at least. 

Josephine steps into the nave lit by the last rays of sun streaming 
through six stained glass windows along the west wall depicting scenes 
from the life of Christ. Feeling God’s presence, she stops between the 
two larger-than-life-size plaster angels holding bowls of holy water 
guarding both sides of the aisle. She dips her fingertips as she passes the 
bowl on her right. “In the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost,” 
she whispers, tracing a holy water cross on her forehead, chest, left 
and right shoulders with the hope of being worthy to approach God’s 
altar. Her footsteps echo in the silence and inspire more fear of God 
and His judgment. Yet, streaming through the windows, sunbeams 
make His grace and forgiveness as visible as the dust motes dancing in 
the light. Gilded Gothic carved wood and marble altars to Mary and 
St. Joseph, Jesus’ earthly parents, tell her that the Son of God became 
man to make her worthy in His Father’s eyes. Dozens of statues of 
saints on the altars, on seven shrines, and on frescoes covering the 
vaults of the ceiling inspire her to find rest for her soul through the 
Church. She inhales the fragrance of incense, candles, and the wax the 
parish women use to polish the solid oak pews and floor and imagines 
Heaven smelling exactly like that. She genuflects, slips into a pew, 
takes her Missal out of her purse, pulls her skirt out from under her 
knees. She fiddles with the collar of her white, short-sleeved cotton 
blouse, which is buttoned all the way up, then opens her prayer book 
to the Guide to a Good Confession, which is marked with a purple 
ribbon. 

Josephine reflects on the First Commandment to have no strange 
gods before the one true God. The rubric says she could break it by 
taking part in non-Catholic worship, by going to a fortuneteller, or 
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stroking a rabbit’s foot for good luck. She never does these things. She 
moves on to the Second Commandment to not take the name of God 
in vain. Josephine acknowledges that she thinks or murmurs “Oh, 
my God” when she is not praying. The prayer book tells her these are 
venial, minor sins. She wracks her brain, remembers five but decides 
to confess to seven, in case she’s forgotten some. 

Thinking about the Third Commandment, “Keep holy the Lord’s 
Day,” Josephine reflects that she goes to Mass on Sundays and holy 
days of obligation, and never does any unnecessary work at those 
times. She recalls seeing a crew baling hay while she was on her way 
to Mass last Sunday. 

“God saw them working and saw me going to Mass,” she thinks, 
basking in a sense of being holier than those people. 

Then Josephine considers the Fourth Commandment, “Honor thy 
father and mother.” She is reminded of dozens of ways God commands 
obedience. She figures that she disobeys her mother once a day, when 
she puts off doing the dishes, or stays in the bathroom reading after 
her mother tells her to come out—fourteen sins in the two weeks 
since her last confession. She wonders if it is a sin to fight her father 
when he’s drunk and tries to hit her mother with a crowbar. She 
resolves that question by deciding to confess four sins of not honoring 
her father—eighteen total sins against the Fourth Commandment. 

Yet she wants to be sure she does not follow in her father’s footsteps 
and become a serious, mortal sinner—which he is, many times over 
because he misses Sunday Mass almost every week, and swears all 
the time, and gets drunk (a mortal sin all by itself ) and never goes 
to Confession. To let God know she is better than her father, and 
alleviate her fear of being cursed on account of him, Josephine rounds 
to twenty the number of sins of disobedience. Her prayer book also 
tells her she can break the Fourth Commandment by disobeying laws 
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or other authorities. Those words bring her unbidden grief for the 
loss of her father’s love. She erupts with desire to feel that love again. 

“God, please make him stop sinning,” she prays, tears welling.

Josephine fights her tears and continues to examine her conscience 
in light of the Fifth Commandment, “Thou shalt not kill.” The text 
goes on the say, “This also forbids anger, fighting, and drunkenness.” 
She has not killed anyone, but she got angry with her brother Davey 
and her father about ten times. Two of the fights she had with Davey 
are not her sins, he started them. The word “drunkenness” strikes her 
like a blow. 

“Dad gets drunk almost every day and will go to Hell for sure,” she 
thinks.

Kneeling in a place evoking a time when her father held her hand 
and comforted her, Josephine loses the composure she has barely 
sustained.

“God, please make him stop committing mortal sins,” she prays. 
“Don’t you see he’s going to Hell?” Teary-eyed, Josephine hopes for 
an answer. 

There comes a tap on her shoulder. “Hurry up,” her mother stage-
whispers from the pew behind her. “Everyone but you is almost 
finished.”

Startled, Josephine stiffens. She wills her tears to stop and tries to 
hurry as much as she can through an examination of her behavior in 
light of the Sixth Commandment—the one that worries her most. 

“Thou shalt not commit adultery. This includes impure or immodest 
thoughts, words, looks, or actions, alone or with others.” The words 
accuse her. She had impure thoughts last night at the bowling alley, 
when Frankie Dumont touched her hand as she got out of his car. 
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And when he sat next to her and put his arm on her shoulders. And 
when he took her home and leaned over to help her open the door 
of his car. 

The same thoughts came whenever she thought about Frankie 
touching her—many times, just since last night. Whenever she looked 
at the picture of Fabian in his swimming trunks in the Photoplay she 
bought, or heard the song, “I Can’t Stop Loving You,” on the radio. 
She calculates forty impure thoughts—thirty from thinking about 
Frankie, five from looking at the picture, five from listening to the 
song. She dreads that Father Murphy will ask her to explain so many. 
Yet she must make an honest confession. 

Josephine consoles herself. “I did not watch Elvis Presley on the  
Ed Sullivan Show,” she thinks. “Everybody else did, even though 
Father Murphy gave a sermon warning us that watching Elvis could 
cause impure thoughts. I have never gone to a movie that was not 
rated A-1 by the Legion of Decency. Those are the ones we can trust 
to not tempt us. I heard Frankie’s former girlfriend Mary Lee brag,  
‘I go to any movies I want.’”

Josephine promises God that she will never be like Mary Lee and then 
thinks about impure actions—mortal sins that will condemn her to 
everlasting Hell if she dies with one on her soul. 

“Theresa and Victor might have committed impure actions last night 
in the back seat of Frankie’s car. I heard them from the front seat when 
we were coming back from the bowling alley. I’m sure they risked 
mortal sin.” 

Josephine vows to never risk sinning like Theresa and Victor did, to 
throw the Fabian picture away, stop thinking about Frankie, and turn 
off the radio whenever a song causes impure thoughts. 

Certain she has not stolen anything or lied about her neighbors to 
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violate the Seventh and Eighth Commandments, or coveted her 
neighbor’s wife or property as the Ninth and Tenth Commandments 
forbid, Josephine turns the page to the Laws of the Church. She 
reviews all six quickly, and congratulates herself for going to Mass 
when she is supposed to, not eating meat on Fridays, confessing her 
sins and receiving Holy Communion more often than necessary, 
putting money in the Sunday collection, and adhering to the laws 
regarding marriage. She thinks again about the sinners she saw baling 
hay last Sunday and the risk of mortal sin that Theresa and Victor 
took. She thinks herself better than all of them.

The dark oak confessional built into a gloomy corner at the back of 
St. Peter’s Church looks like a miniature Gothic cathedral. It has a 
steeple topped by a cross. Three doors decorated with large carved 
relief crosses open into three stalls: the large, middle one for the priest, 
two small ones on either side for penitents. Josephine enters through 
the door on the right, which has been left ajar. As she closes it, the 
acrid odor of old sins—like the smell of old sweat—envelops her. 
She kneels in the dim light and waits for Father Murphy to open the 
thinly curtained window in front of her. Hearing the window close 
in the other stall, she drops her chin, so the priest will see only the 
outline of the top of her head. 

Father Murphy opens the window. “Go ahead, my child,” he whispers.

The creaking window, the dark, the smell in the cramped space evoke 
Josephine’s fear that Father Murphy will believe she, like her father, 
is unwilling to amend her ways. If he recognizes her from her voice, 
the priest might refuse her his absolution and she will be damned to 
eternal Hell. 

Josephine speaks in a raspy whisper. “Bless me Father, for I have 
sinned. It has been two weeks since my last confession. I disobeyed 
my parents twenty times, I was angry ten times, took the name of the 
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Lord in vain ten times, and had forty impure thoughts.”

“Impure thoughts? How many?”

“Forty.”

“Forty is a lot of impure thoughts in two weeks. They can lead you to 
impure actions, to mortal sins. To avoid mortal sins, you must avoid 
the occasions of your impure thoughts. And try to obey your parents.”

“Yes, Father.”

“For your penance, say three Our Fathers, three Hail Marys, and three 
Glory Be to the Fathers. Make a good Act of Contrition.”

“Yes, Father. Thank you, Father.” She recites the prayer:

  
 Oh my God I am heartily sorry for having offended Thee. 
 And I detest all my sins because I fear Your just punishment. 
 But most of all because they offend Thee, my God, who  
 art all good and deserving of all my love. I firmly resolve  
 with the help of Thy grace, to confess my sins, to do penance,  
 and to amend my life. Amen.

She watches the shadow of Father Murphy’s hand make the sign of 
the cross. 

“I absolve you from all your sins, in the name of the Father, and of the 
Son, and of the Holy Ghost. Go in peace, and sin no more.” 

“Yes, Father. Thank you, Father,” she murmurs, exhaling the breath 
she did not know she had held.

The priest closes the little window. Feeling lighter, absolved of her 
sins, Josephine steps out of the confessional, returns to her pew and 
kneels, head bowed, to do her penance. 
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“Father gave me only nine prayers,” she thinks. “If he thought I was a 
grievous sinner, he would have assigned a Rosary, at least.”  

Josephine gazes at the stained glass windows, their jewel colors 
intensified in the early evening light. Reading the names etched in 
the glass, she catches her breath. Heinrichs: they founded the bank. 
Schulte: they owned the hardware and appliance store that went out 
of business in 1960. Largent: as in Largent’s Farm Implements. Bühl: 
her favorite teacher’s in-laws who own the lumberyard. Waldberger: 
their factory made the bricks for all the businesses in town. 

Her family name is nowhere to be found. 

“My family has always been too poor to give money for a stained glass 
window,” Josephine thinks. She bites her lip and looks away. 

But the beauty of the windows compels her to look at them again, 
especially at the largest, most expensive window showing the birth of 
Jesus and inscribed “The D’aumont Family”—Dumont spelled like 
it was in Europe. 

Frankie’s family. 

“I went bowling with Frankie last night and he put his arm around 
me,” Josephine thinks. “Theresa says he likes me. I can be anything 
I want to be, like Mrs. Bühl says. Someday someone will kneel here,  
see the name ‘D’aumont’ and picture me.”
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From the kitchen I heard their distinctive voices on the TV: Howard 
Cosell interviewing Muhammad Ali. Moments ago, I’d slipped out 
of the living room, just as Ali began throwing theatrical punches and 
reciting a rhyming tirade against his opponent. Sitting together on the 
couch, my father and I had watched the televised spectacle unfold, 
building to the inevitable Ali crescendo. Dad’s verbal explosion would 
come any second now. While I was fascinated with the broadcast, my 
instincts told me to find another place to be. Just for a few minutes.

My timing was spot on. Ali finished his limerick just as my old man 
launched into a tirade. His baritone voice rattled the glassware. Two of 
my brothers scurried into the kitchen to eavesdrop.

“Why you cocky son of a bitch! Frazier’s gonna shut that goddamn 
mouth of yours!”

Struggling to muffle a laugh, squeaks escaped through my hand. We 
all thrived on our daily ration of our father’s sarcastic, occasionally 
profane commentary. Here came another barrage: “Jesus H. Christ! 
He really frosts my ass.”

Laughing with him was one of my sweetest joys as a boy; but laughing 
at him was not for the faint of heart. Even as a teenager, he didn’t 
think I was too old to have my “ass warmed” by his slick, black belt, 

FATHER’S DAY WITH  
THE GREATEST

Mike Winn

—Honorable Mention: Nonfiction Essay —
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especially if he was “frosted.” I wanted to hear the rest of my father’s 
tirade, though. It was such delicious oratory, forged deep in the kiln 
of his agitated soul. It got better with each passing day and each glass 
of Scotch.

Everywhere, not just in our small house in suburban Boston, a palpable, 
delicious tension built. Across the land, one subject dominated the 
space in sports sections, on TV news, and in schoolyard arguments. In 
just two weeks, after months of anticipation, Ali would be matched up 
at Madison Square Garden with the new heavyweight champion, Joe 
Frazier. Ali had his crown stripped when he refused to be drafted, but 
he looked in top shape again. Two undefeated champions, the best of 
our era, set to square off.

Until now, Super Bowls and World Series had been our greatest 
sporting spectacles, or a Stanley Cup final, if the Bruins were playing. 
For years, Dad had railed against Cassius Clay while extolling the 
Rocky Marciano-like toughness of Joe Frazier. After the dramatic 
events leading up to their heavyweight match, The Fight of the 
Century was on!

It was the most anticipated event of my short lifetime, eclipsing even 
the 1964 World Series. That year, my Cardinals beat my father’s 
beloved Yankees in seven games, finally giving me some leverage with 
the Old Man. Taking a stand over favorite baseball teams was one 
thing. Taking a stand against him on boxing verged on insanity. Even 
if I wanted Muhammad Ali to win, the testicular courage to declare my 
true feelings was not there. Joe Frazier was our guy, the bobbing, blue-
collar puncher my brothers and I mimicked and admired. Having that 
alliance with my Dad was good for our collective health.

Unbelievably, I was actually going to watch The Fight. As a seventeenth 
birthday gift, my father gave me two tickets and permission (over my 
mother’s mild objection) to see the fight on a closed circuit broadcast. 
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What the hell could be better? I would watch the Fight of the Century 
with 15,000 amped-up crazies at the Boston Garden. This was a 
sporting truce and acknowledgement of our father-son bond.

Monday, March 9th finally arrived. After a wasted day of geometry 
and religion at high school, I took the bus home, filled my father’s 
Ford Falcon with gas, and proceeded to pace the house like a 
methamphetamine junkie. Stuffing food into my face and faux-boxing 
with my brother managed to kill a few minutes. Finally, at five o’clock 
sharp, we were ready to roll into Boston.

“We’ll be listening on the radio, Mick.” My father followed me and 
my buddy, John Sannicandro, to the driveway, offering North Station 
parking advice. True to form, he started needling Big John, asking him 
what he thought was going to happen.

“Hope Muhammad Ali wins...but it’ll be a good one.” John answered 
respectfully, knowing that my Dad was a big Frazier guy.

“Muhammad Ali, my ass!” Dad snarled. “First of all, his name is 
Cassius Clay. And he’s gonna get flattened. Knocked right on his ass 
tonight. Cold-cocked.” He kept talking as I backed the car out. Forty 
minutes later we were walking upstream into the old Garden’s concrete 
portal, packed tight with fight fans.

Being in the Boston Garden that night was an extra-sensory 
experience. The boisterous crowd filling the musty arena howled 
with angst whenever Muhammad Ali’s name was mentioned. In my 
gut, fear blended with the sheer thrill of being there. The video feed 
projected on an enormous screen was grainy; the audio cut in and out. 
No one cared. As long as the video stayed on, we speculated, there 
wouldn’t be a riot. From up in the second balcony, we watched the 
huge screen through a haze of marijuana and tobacco smoke. After a 
slew of celebrities were introduced, both fighters approached the ring. 
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An adrenaline-fueled roar engulfed the place while the fighters were 
given final instructions. Just after nine o’clock New York City time, the 
bell for Round One rang.

Despite the media hype, the fight exceeded expectations. In round 
after round, the two men squared off in a classic battle. The modern 
era’s very best, each with a distinctive pugilistic style. Ali, glamorous 
and smooth, glided past Frazier’s lunging punches, or leaned back with 
disdain. Smokin’ Joe pursued Ali all over the ring. In a flash, after 
Frazier pummeled his ribs, Ali counterpunched; straight jabs darting 
into the shorter man’s head.

Late in the fight, with everyone on their feet and the second balcony 
literally rocking, Joe Frazier lowered his left shoulder and delivered 
a devastating punch to Ali’s jaw. The force of that blow lifted the 
236-pound man off his feet and flat onto the canvas. While the fight 
continued through all fifteen rounds, and both boxed valiantly until 
the final bell, the decision was Frazier’s. The short, stocky warrior had 
defended his crown against the best-known athlete on the planet.

My father was still up when I got home, nursing a Scotch at the kitchen 
table. We spent the next two wonderful hours talking about the fight. 
Roles reversed, I described the biggest punches, the best rounds, and 
the colorful crowd. Dad told me about the nerve-wracking broadcast, 
standing around the radio listening with Tom, John, and Pete. He 
teared up a little when I said it was the best birthday gift I’d ever 
received, especially because it was from him.

In the years after that epic March 8, 1971 encounter, Ali triumphed 
over Frazier in the brutal “Thrilla in Manilla,” where the men 
inflicted near-death beatings on each other, and went on to achieve 
unprecedented international fame. By 1974, when he rope- a-doped 
George Foreman, he was the most recognizable person on Earth. From 
his early days as a brash kid from Louisville, to his gold medal at the 
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Olympics at eighteen, to his conscientious objection to the Vietnam 
War and religious conversion to Islam, Muhammad Ali polarized and 
galvanized public opinion in a way that no one before him had. After 
his sixty-one-fight boxing career ended, Ali still commanded audiences 
and attention wherever he went. And he always had something to say, 
usually embellished with an exaggerated facial expression or a quick 
shuffling of his feet to settle matters. Only a few men ever got the best 
of Muhammad Ali in the ring. Outside it, in verbal confrontations, no 
one got the best of him.

Or so it seemed, until one sunny day in mid-June, 1989, just before 
Father’s Day. Seventeen years had passed since that memorable night 
in the Boston Garden. Married and living in Sacramento, I was now 
the proud father of three kids: a five-year-old daughter, a three-year-old 
son, and a four-month-old daughter. Looking through the newspaper 
sports section early that morning, a small article gave me an idea. Why 
not take my son Greg out for a father-son experience he might treasure 
like the one my dad gave me?

“Greg, want to meet The Greatest today?” 

“What’s his name?”

“He’s the world champion,” I said. “His name is Muhammad Ali.” 

“That’s hard to say.”

A long line snaked out of the mall. Several hundred souls stood in 
a slowly crawling procession. The paper said it was a 10:00 a.m.  
to 1:00 p.m. event, but damn, this crowd was early and excited. Greg 
and I joined the end of the line. Getting him there had been easy— 
a McDonald’s Happy Meal and a chance to get away from his older 
sister for a couple hours.
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It was after noon before we approached the large gazebo set up in the 
middle of the mall. Once we got close, I lifted Greg up. Muhammad 
Ali sat in a large chair under a spotlight. We practiced saying the great 
boxer’s name for a while. I explained we would ask him to sign our 
sheet of paper. We worked a little more on pronouncing Ali’s name.

“Remember to thank him, OK?”

“OK.”

His attention was slipping away after two hours in line. I rationed out 
red licorice bits and promised another McDonald’s stop after we got 
the autograph. Only two people were in front of us now, separating a 
father and his temporarily distracted son from The Greatest.

Greg stepped right up to Ali’s chair. The Greatest sat holding a pen. He 
was wearing a bright white shirt, unbuttoned at the collar, and his skin 
was the color of polished maple. Larger than life, he waved me closer. 
I placed our paper on the table. His big right hand rubbed the top of 
Greg’s head. “What’s your name, son?”

“Greg.”

Ali looked right into my son’s eyes. “Well, Greg, you be a good little 
fellow,” he said, “and mind your father.”

He signed his name, deliberately put the pen down, and handed the 
paper to Greg. Even this small gesture had a powerful grace. I thanked 
Ali, then leaned down to whisper into Greg’s ear.

“What do you say now?”

It was time for the little guy to perform. Greg looked to Ali and said in 
a sweet, clear voice, “Thank you, Mahmed Dumbdee.”

Joe Frazier had clobbered him with a left hook. The courts had stripped 
him of his heavyweight title. Ken Norton broke his jaw. George 
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Foreman had pummeled him against the ropes on a humid night in 
Africa. For years, sportscasters and journalists had ranted against his 
flamboyant persona. No one had ever called him “Dumbdee.”

Muhammad Ali, The Greatest, glared down at Greg with a furrowed 
brow and his famous Ali smile. The look he gave me could’ve meant a 
couple things: either, “Watch out, Pops. This kid is gonna be trouble,” 
or, “That was a good one!”

Coming from the anti-hero turned hero, the man who made as much 
of an impression with his words and wit as he did with his lightning 
punches and dazzling footwork, I was pretty certain he meant the latter. 
No, I was sure of it. He thought Greg landed a good one.  Twenty 
minutes later, Greg was enjoying his second Happy Meal of the day 
while I savored my early Father’s Day gift.

We called my father the next day, first catching up on the past week 
and then letting each of the kids wish Grandpa Larry a Happy Father’s 
Day. Still living in Boston, he was alone in a small apartment and not 
doing well. Hearing Nikki and Greg talk about their toys, friends, and 
lunch menu really lifted his spirits. This would be his last Father’s Day.

After joking with the kids, we talked for another twenty minutes. 
While his voice over the phone line was weaker than usual, I attributed 
it to the cheap vodka and poor diet. He chuckled about how both 
his son and his grandson shook hands with Muhammad Ali. He was  
OK with that. As an act of contrition, Dad remarked on Ali’s toughness. 
I told him the ending of the story and Greg’s new name for Ali.

He launched into a full-bodied laugh that rendered him speechless. 
Finally, he was able to say, “Christ almighty, Mick, that’s precious! 
Jughead’s got some real balls on him. Kinda like you.”

“And his Grandpa. Happy Father’s Day, Dad.”
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My husband wants to be a deacon.  
A deacon’s wife must be baptized.  
So here I am. Inside this box  
of water, shaking with fear. Nevermind 
nearly drowning in six inches once  
while the grownups laughed to see  
I didn’t know how to save myself. 

Eyes shut tight now, I can still see 
the backdrop above, painted sunlight leaning  
on white and pink mounds of cotton  
candy clouds in an ever-blue sky  
while the familiar scene plays out.

Men, women, children—including my own— 
entering stage right, fingertips reaching 
for the pastor’s stretched out 
like a fishing line taut with catch. The promise 
of being loved Just As I Am  
is what does it, without questioning why 
then this urgency to wash it all away 
and become somebody else. My husband wants  
to be a deacon. He needs a deacon’s wife.

MY MOTHER’S BAPTISM
Joycelyn Trigg

— MCWC Faculty Selection: Poetry —
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So here I am. Nevermind I am 
already baptized, and my children too, 
candles flaming blood red in the background, 
the priest’s hands cupping warm water 
over our soft crowns. 

I do this for love of my husband.  
For family unity. That is what I will say 
if anyone asks. I know the pastor,  
at least, is keeping his promise to hold me  
up under here, tight against him, strong  
arm firm across my breasts as I grasp  
the wrist that ends in the hand  
that stops my breath for my own good. 

Above, the spotlight. And the shadow 
where the congregation sits, and my husband.  
When I rise out of here, all eyes will be  
on the pastor grinning in the sugar-coated light,  
on my hair undone. No one will notice  
my eyes boiling over. This  
will top the list of things  
my husband owes me for.
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Abdul Malik sat by the window of his small front room, a crumpled 
sheet of paper clutched in his hand. Carefully, he flattened the page 
on the knee of his dungarees. He retraced the lines of print with a thin 
index finger, mouthing the words in English to make sure he’d gotten 
them right. 

It was Ramadan. In the kitchen, Inaya cooked rice with lentils, fried 
onions in a pungent oil. She bought her spices—cardamom, carom, 
aniseed, fenugreek and pomegranate seeds—at an Afghan market on 
the outskirts of Sao Paolo. She kept them dry by mixing them with 
grains of rice and sealing them tightly in glass jars. In Pakistan, she 
wouldn’t have had to take such pains to keep her treasures fresh. But 
here, the air was like water. Perspiration clung to the body, refusing 
to leave. 

His stomach growling, Abdul waited for the unrelenting sun to sink 
beneath the horizon. He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket to 
mop his brow. It had been a long day at work—in this Christian 
country, no one understood the sacrifice of the fast.

On the small table next to him was an envelope addressed to “Mr. 
A. Malik.” He smiled. His full name was Abdulqadir, “Servant of the 
Powerful.” But when he and Inaya had come to Brazil, the second half 
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of his name had gone missing, too difficult for the immigration agents 
to spell. He was left with the part that meant “Servant”—the part that, 
taken alone, meant “Slave.” The address was a redemption. No more 
Abdul. Just “A.” 

He couldn’t remember the mother who’d chosen his name. He’d 
long ago blocked out the pain in her face as she lay on her deathbed, 
bestowing kisses on his tiny head. He remembered only his father, 
a silent, brooding man, his older brother Farooq, and his younger 
brother Fani. With no women in the house, the four of them had lived 
like animals, cowering in the shadow of the high-rise hotel where his 
father had once worked as a doorman. It was only a matter of time, it 
seemed, before trouble would come. But then he’d met Elliott. 

At the top of the letter, an eagle clutched thirteen arrows in one talon 
and an olive branch in the other.

 Dear Abdulqadir,
 I hope this letter finds you well. I’m not sure you’ll remember  
 me. I once lived next door to you in Karachi. You used to read  
 my books.

The American School had been located miles away from his section 
of the city, on a clean street with modern plumbing. Most of the 
American teachers lived in an enclave just outside the School’s fortified 
walls, with green gardens and maid service. But Elliott was different. 
He’d chosen to live on Abdulqadir’s block, in a cramped apartment 
opening into a warren of malodorous alleyways. A scrawny young 
man with ebony skin and a thin beard, Elliott lived alone. Like most 
of his neighbors, he kept his door open. 

In addition to his choice of lodgings, his strange clothing, the 
blackness of his skin, there was something else intriguing about the 
American. Right inside his door, Elliott had erected a pillar, made 
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entirely of books. Passing by on his way to the market each morning, 
young Abdulqadir couldn’t help but peer inside, his eyes combing the 
ragged spines of the books, his heart quickening at the fear of being 
discovered.  

One day he lingered too long. At the periphery of his vision, he sensed 
a movement.  “Take one,” Elliott said, emerging like an untethered 
shadow from the darkness of his rooms. 

“Eh?” 

“I’ve seen you looking,” Elliott said, pushing his too-big glasses up the 
flat bridge of his nose. “Why don’t you take one?” The man had never 
spoken to him before. His voice was deep, melodious.

Reaching out, Abdulqadir carefully extracted a tan volume with a torn 
paper cover. “Abe Lincoln Grows Up by Carl Sandbug,” he read.

“Ah, you can read English!” Elliott seemed delighted. “But it’s 
‘Sandburg,’ not ‘Sandbug.’”

“Sandburg,” Abdulqadir repeated. “I may take it?”

“I require only one thing. You have to read it cover to cover. There 
will be a quiz.”

There never was a quiz. But there was an endless supply of books. 
And for Abdulqadir, there was a beginning, the birth of a yearning for 
something just out of reach. Strength to Love by Martin Luther King, 
Jr. To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee. Dreams from My Father by 
Barack Obama. As soon as he finished one book, it would be replaced 
by another.

 You and I were both very young then. Perhaps too idealistic?  
 We were both just learning about life. I realize now that I 
 barely knew you. But I loved your spirit. I’ve thought of you  
 often. I hope that you were able to finish school. 
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Abdulqadir had learned a few English words to impress the Americans 
from whom he begged in the streets. He’d learned more from the glossy 
magazines that he stole from the hotel lobby. And he learned still more 
in his study of Elliott’s books.  But he had no time to attend school. 
His father, out of work and swallowed by his grief, went missing for 
days at a time. Abdulqadir and Fani spent their days struggling to keep 
fed and out of trouble, while Farooq found a low-paying job shuttling 
arms from the docks to men who lived on the outskirts of the city. 

“You think your books will save you,” Farooq said. 

“I do not—”

“But I know better. I know how to make money. And I know the 
Americans have no intention of helping us.”

“Of course … we must take care of ourselves.”

“If not for the American infidels, Ammi would have had the medicine 
she needed. She would not have suffered. She would have survived. 
We would all be rich.”

“Is that what your friends tell you?”

“It is what I know!”

Abdulqadir kept silent. He was learning the truth. Abe Lincoln would 
never have blamed someone else for the war that almost destroyed 
his country. Jackie Robinson would have dug deep, believing always 
in a brighter future. Martin Luther King would have risen to the 
challenges of poverty and disillusionment. 

Determined, he pursued afternoon courses at the local public school. 
At first, he struggled with material meant for younger children.  But by 
the age of fourteen he had finally reached proficiency, enough to join 
the morning classes. He learned mathematics, science, social studies— 
a map of the world far outside the squalid limits of his infancy. 
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 I was sorry when I had to leave your neighborhood. But of  
 course you understand that it would have been dangerous for  
 me to stay…

He remembered the acrid smoke filling his lungs, little Fani coughing 
as he tugged him awake. Through the door, he saw the eerie orange 
light from the alleyway. Blindly, he made his way to Elliott’s apartment. 
Elliott was gone. The books were gone too, a heap of ashes on the 
stained carpet. 

“We have taught that infidel a lesson!” Farooq said. But Farooq was 
wrong. It was Abdulqadir, Servant of the Powerful, who had learned 
the lesson.

 I was happy to learn that you’d married. I know that your wife  
 is with you in Brazil. And you have a daughter, I believe?

Sitting on the front steps of his school, Abdulqadir watched the 
shiny black cars that crept like giant desert beetles, ferrying American 
Intelligence through the narrow streets. Graduation was near, and he’d 
already secured a position as instructor at the primary level.  But his 
thoughts were on the girl in his class—the way she looked at him, as 
though she expected something. 

She was, as the Americans would have said, out of his league. Her 
parents had money. He was wasting his time. How could she possibly 
want him? 

Still the thought of her haunted him, her smile coy yet enticing. She 
seemed to see something in him. He was a dreamer, yes. But a dreamer 
of big dreams. And so he recreated himself yet again, presenting 
himself to her father as the man who would protect and love her.  The 
man who would provide for her.

He could still remember their wedding day. The feel of Inaya’s delicate 
hand, cupped in his. The hem of her embroidered dress grazing 
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the dusty stone as they posed for pictures in the square. Her hijab, 
demurely drawn over her long neck and hair, did nothing to hide her 
beautiful face. While her eyes were cast down, all others were drawn 
to her. At that moment, his life had seemed complete.  

 It was only recently that I became aware of what happened  
 to you after I left Pakistan. 

Thinking about it now, he realized how blind he’d been. He 
remembered being angry. He remembered being in love, his own 
twisted desire to prove himself worthy of Inaya’s trust. But most of all, 
he remembered being afraid. 

“Fani,” he said.  “I am so disappointed in you.  I trusted you.  I tried 
so hard to protect you.”

“But you were never there.  You were always at the school. I had only 
Farooq to look after me.”

“You had choices.  You made bad ones.  People have died because of 
you.”

“It does not matter.  They are the enemy.”

He knew too much. White men with dark glasses followed him 
through the streets, stared at him through tinted windows. It was 
only a matter of time before he would be implicated. In the end, his 
fear of losing everything was more unbearable than his revulsion at 
betraying his own blood. And so he’d made the phone call, flagged 
down the black car, gotten inside, ridden with those strange men to 
the consulate. He’d betrayed his brothers to save himself.

Abdul sighed. He believed in self-determination. He believed that a 
man’s actions defined him. One could never be a slave, so long as one 
had choices. Yet now, he wondered if his new name was all too apt. 
He’d been a slave, if only to his own fears. He was a slave now, lost in 
a country whose every custom was foreign to him.
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The U.S. government had sent them to Brazil, a place, they told 
him, where he and his pregnant wife would be safe from harm. 
He’d petitioned for asylum in the U.S. so many times over the past 
thirteen years. But resignation had finally replaced determination. 
He’d learned to speak Portuguese, made new friends to replace the 
ones he’d lost. He’d found work with a land development company, 
received a promotion, made enough money to feed his wife and 
daughter and move them to a home with more than one room. A 
home, he reminded himself, much larger than the one his own father 
had provided. Perhaps this was his destiny.

But at such a cost. He cast a glance down the narrow hallway. The 
rooms were empty, their daughter out with friends. Sara … Though 
they’d tried their best to keep her close, she’d never understood what it 
meant to be a Muslim. To her, it only meant being an outsider, unable 
to enjoy the wonders of Carnival. With each passing day, she grew 
more distant. And each night, he returned from his work to find Inaya 
sitting alone in the darkness, the Quran open on her lap. At times he 
feared that she, too, might simply disappear. 

His fingers caressed the envelope, tracing along its crisp edge, the 
embossed emblem adorning its flap. He pictured Elliott, dressed in a 
shiny new suit, sitting down at a dark mahogany desk to proofread the 
final sentences before applying his signature. 

 Immigration Services records show that you’ve petitioned  
 repeatedly for political asylum. I’ve reviewed your case, and  
 I think I can help. But first we need to get you into the U.S. 
 I’ve located a Pakistani immigrant community where I know 
 you’d be welcomed. If you’re willing, I can sponsor you and  
 your family to move to Illinois on a trial basis, pending  
 approval of your asylum status. 
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 I sincerely hope that you will consider my offer. Our country  
 owes you for your actions. And for my part, I would value 
 the opportunity to read with you again. 

 As-salamu ‘alayka. May peace be upon you, my friend.

 Elliott Carter  
 United States Congressman 
 7th Congressional District 
 Chicago, IL

Abdul placed the letter carefully back into its envelope, his legs shaking 
as he got to his feet. He could still remember Inaya’s outburst the last 
time she’d caught him working on a petition. Her voice had hung in 
the air, sharp as a blade.

“The U.S.,” she said, “is why we are cut off from my family! They are 
why we move like nomads across the earth, why our own daughter is 
becoming a stranger to us!”

She was right. Of course she was right. Would Chicago really be any 
different from Sao Paolo? And yet … 

Like his pillar of books, Elliott was waiting. Offering something 
sacred, a future yet to unfold.
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The High Endeavor group home is not as advertised. Dutch Haag 
assured Danny there would be school. Activities. Decent meals. 
Limited freedom to walk to the park, say, or buy a burger at Wendy’s.

Not so. School is a half-day of classes held at the home’s scarred dining 
room table. Danny and the seven other wards have one teacher, a 
retired woman with bristling chin hairs. The boys spend school hours 
dozing over their books, piercing their arms and faces with ballpoint 
pens to create homemade tattoos, or shooting each other with darts 
crafted from straight pins.

The five-bedroom house was once a fine residence, with wainscoting 
and curved moldings, glass-paned doors between the living room and 
dining room, and golden oak floors inlaid with strips of mahogany. 
But years of misuse by teenage felons have degraded it to the status of 
an old man who’s lost his teeth and now shows bare gums. The glass 
doors have been carted away, moldings stripped, floors gouged.         

Three months into his sentence, Danny wakes, as usual, to the resident 
counselor’s shout. “Up, you slugs. Inspection in thirty.” Danny hates 
that meaty fist of a voice. It punches him out of bed, along with his 
roommate, Diego Luhan, a kid who sold a bindle of heroin to an 
undercover cop.

Excerpted from  
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Diego stirs. He’s twelve, his face and arms smooth and hairless as a 
newborn puppy’s. His mother died a couple of years ago, when the 
two of them were sneaking across the border from Mexico. Diego 
lived with his uncle, but now the guy, a member of La Eme, is in 
Soledad Prison.

“Anybody that’s late gets ten demerits,” bellows the resident, and 
he’s off down the hall, pounding the wall. Danny and Diego wait 
outside the bathroom for an older boy, Jesus Aragon. He’s supposed 
to be showering and shaving. Instead he’s standing naked at the sink, 
examining his teeth in the mirror. The group home allows no closed 
doors except to the director’s office—not the bedrooms, not even the 
toilet.

“What you looking at?” Jesus wheels to stare at them.

“Nothin’.” Danny averts his eyes.

Jesus punches him in the side. Danny leans against the wall while he 
recovers his breath. He shows no frustration or rage. If he does, the 
other boys will double down, a lesson learned at High Endeavor that 
isn’t algebra or American history from the senile old teacher. It’s the 
rock-bottom basic skill for survival in prison—never reveal feelings.

A while back, he created a series of pen-and-ink panels, a horror story 
about a man buried alive. It’s like that here. Pity, anger, joy, and sexual 
longings are suffocated. He’s in a coffin, and he wonders if he’s ever 
going to feel things again. 

The resident rings the breakfast bell. Danny takes a pee but skips a 
shower, hoping to avoid being written up for lateness. He tumbles 
downstairs with his Nikes in hand.

“Ricci, five demerits,” the resident says.

Reno’s already there, having finagled a spot at the head of the bathroom 
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line. He arrived at High Endeavor three weeks after Danny. The DA 
agreed to dismiss a larceny charge involving thefts from Reggie’s shop, 
but sentenced him on the auto theft. The San Diego college student 
accused of Reggie’s murder was held for trial after a preliminary 
hearing, and the deputy public defender listed Reno and Danny as 
potential witnesses.

Boys crowd the kitchen, which smells of disinfectant. After breakfast, 
whichever kid is assigned to kitchen detail will pour Lysol into mop 
water and spread it over the cracked linoleum.

It’s a hallmark of the group home’s culture that no one sits with feet 
on the floor squarely facing the table. They straddle chairs or reverse 
them, leaning over the backs to get to their plates. Danny takes the 
most inconvenient seat, against the wall between Reno and Diego. No 
one squats, even for a second, in someone else’s place.

Reno and Danny, mostly due to Reno’s mysterious influence, aren’t 
harassed or beaten. Danny hears the whispered words—fag, pussy, 
queer—the same ones hurled at him by Arnie and Ham and kids at 
high school, but here murmurs are stifled, like swear words in church.

Led by the resident, whose stern gaze prevents any titters or eye 
rolling, the boys pray before the meal. The cook, a tall woman so 
thin Danny wonders if a morsel ever passes her lips, slaps platters 
of runny eggs and dripping bacon on the table. Danny misses his 
mother’s breakfasts, ham slices and golden fried potatoes with plenty 
of pepper. The bright spot in his week is Wednesday night, when she 
visits with a batch of snickerdoodle cookies in a waxed-paper-lined 
box. Sometimes the cookies are still warm, and the scent of cinnamon 
makes him want to cry.    

The day limps along like a three-legged dog. During the morning, 
they study; then, to show how completely fucked up things are, the 
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teacher and resident advisor load up the Chevy van for an “out event.” 
By that time, the temp is in the 90s. The concrete at the skateboard 
park is hot enough to burn their feet, and they crouch, exhausted, in 
the shade of the snack shack. 

Before dinner this particular day, he gets a call on the house telephone 
from Grace Stannard. He hasn’t seen or talked to her since they took 
the bus to Bakersfield College in December to see an exhibition of 
psychedelic posters at the museum gallery. Her low voice, threaded 
with complex textures, triggers his longing. He wants to be like her, 
soft and beautiful, with pale skin that seems to have been created from 
the smooth inner lining of a seashell. Grace can trace the lines in his 
pen-and-ink drawings with her fingertips and tell him the meaning of 
the image before Danny’s aware of what he’s creating.

“Hey, D.R.,” she says. 

“Gracie, how did you find me?” Danny glances quickly over his 
shoulder. No one loiters nearby waiting to use the phone. He slumps 
on the oak bench in the entrance hallway, a location purposely chosen 
for its lack of privacy to discourage the wards from hatching escapes.

“Through Mr. Franzen.”

“You hanging out with him?” He feels a surge of unease. Word is, 
the police commissioner provides heavy-duty drugs to boys and the 
couple of girls who attend his parties.

She laughs. “I don’t have a cock, at least not last time I looked, so he’s 
not interested. Anyway, how are you, sweetie?” 

“Fine.” Horrified to hear his voice tremble, he clears his throat.

“You getting hurt?” 

“No, not like that. It’s just so, so …”
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“I know,” she says. “So dead.”

He nods as if she can see him.

“You doing any work?” he asks, remembering the classes at Sampson 
Brothers. “You haven’t given up your series on food, have you?” he 
asks.

“It wasn’t all that great.”

“Yes, it was. The best stuff from any of Mr. Bosch’s classes. Good 
enough to get in Young Art.”

Her exhalation creates a small tornado in the receiver. “Art is for kids.”

“You don’t sound so good yourself, Gracie. What’s wrong?”

“She took off, D.R.”

“Jesus. To Nashville?” Grace’s mother, Janet, was a bar singer who 
performed a couple nights a week at Trout’s on North Chester. Grace 
said her mom talked about her music all the time, like she’d given up 
some mega-star career to get married and have a kid. 

“Merle had an opening for a backup singer on his new tour. I came 
home from school, all her stuff was gone. She left a note. A goddamned 
note.”  

“Screw that old lady. You don’t need her.”

Grace begins to cry. 

“Or maybe she’ll stink, and Merle will dump her for someone with 
more talent, and she’ll come home,” Danny says.

“She’s good, Danny. I know it. She’s good, and she’ll go to the top and 
never come back.”

----
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Late that night, a hand jiggles Danny’s shoulder. 

“All quiet. The guy’s snoring.” Reno’s whisper crackles in his ear. 

Danny’s already dressed in Levi’s and a muscle shirt, but for a few 
seconds he pretends to be asleep. Reno, through his usual mysterious 
channels, has learned about a fabulous party, better than any Reggie 
ever had. After the tragedy at Reggie’s, Danny is scared, but he needs 
to breathe, to feel alive again. The luminous dial on his watch reads 
10:30. He punches up his pillow and shoves it under the blanket.

The night resident usually snaps out the bedroom lights and double 
locks the outside doors at ten. Once he settles into his chair in front 
of the rec room television, he’ll sleep for hours. The wards, however, 
are still restless. Muffled laughter comes from the bathroom, where 
Jesus and two older boys play poker and sniff glue in the shower stall. 

Danny and Reno carry their shoes and step carefully to avoid squeaky 
floorboards on the back stairs to the kitchen. The Fantasy Island theme 
song plays on TV.       

Reno eases open the cellar door. When no shout comes from the 
night resident, they tiptoe down the steps and cross to a small, 
hinged window. In seconds, they’ve hoisted themselves up, wriggled 
outside, and slipped on their shoes. A thin crust of moon hangs in 
the southeast, and the night bubbles around Danny like champagne.

He’s been so guarded during these last weeks, careful to pretend 
indifference to jeers or provocations from the other wards, that the 
darkness reeks of freedom. They walk two blocks, peer through front 
windows where Friday night boxing flickers on television. Car tires 
squeal on a nearby street. He hears a man laugh and imagines it 
coming from a masculine jaw and throat. 

“There it is.” Reno grabs his arm. 



87

Noyo River Review

Pulled up at the curb in front of a row of small, three-bedroom houses 
is a black Cadillac limo. Danny holds his breath while he memorizes 
the crouch of the fenders, the gleam of its waxed black surface, the 
engine’s purr. Tinted windows screen the occupants from view.

The rear door swings open, and Reno slides across the smooth leather 
seat. Danny hesitates on the sidewalk. His Nikes make a scuffing noise 
on the uneven concrete, and he rubs the goose bumps on his arms 
although the night is hot. The limo’s interior is an envelope of secrets. 

Reno leans out. “Come on!” His peroxided hair is startlingly white in 
the illumination from the street lamp.

Danny ducks his head and scoots inside. The door closes with a heavy 
thump. Through the glass barrier, the driver scratches his sideburn 
with a heavily tattooed hand and shifts into gear. The interior light 
flashes on. Reno sits in the middle of the wide seat, and beside the far 
window is Galen Franzen, his legs spread wide, with pants belted high 
on his waist to show off his package. 

In the dim overhead light, the old man’s face is a mass of wrinkles, 
and his eye sockets seem as deep as sinkholes. Danny presses the door 
handle, but the limo is already in motion.  

“Hey, Danny. Good to see you. This is Dixon.” Franzen leans 
forward to stroke the thigh of a red-haired boy Danny has seen at the 
skateboard park. 

The limo slides through the traffic, which melts in front of them as 
if they were the lead car in a motorcade. People from other vehicles 
gawk, trying to catch a glimpse of the passengers behind the limo’s 
smoky glass.                     

“How are you cats? Cool?” Galen snaps his fingers and taps his palm 
with a closed fist as if he were some fifties hipster. 
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Reno stifles a laugh. “We’re great, Mr. Franzen.” 

The Friday night crowd is on the move. At a red light, a Chevy Impala 
pumps up and down on hydraulics. Fast-back Mustangs sail by, and 
pickup trucks lumber along on enormous tires. Bakersfield hums with 
electricity. People released from jobs, schools, and prisons are free to 
kick the evening’s ass. Danny inhales the perfume of male sweat in the 
car, the harsh acid scent that lubricates his fantasies and stirs his blood. 
After weeks of boredom, he wants adventure. Excitement.

Franzen leans over to kiss Reno on the mouth, but Reno turns his 
head. A flash of disappointment crosses the old man’s face. Dixon 
gives Reno a surreptitious kick, and Reno retaliates by stomping on 
his foot. 

“Cut it out, you guys.” Franzen opens a refrigerator installed between 
the two jump seats and unscrews the cap on a whiskey bottle. They 
share, and when Danny drinks, he can taste the residue of other lips. 
The whiskey burns his throat and makes him dizzy. He sees the limo 
driver studying him in the rear-view mirror. 

Galen rubs Reno’s leg. “Good week for a party. It’ll take your mind off 
the courthouse.”

“Will we have to testify?” Danny asks.

Sweat beads on his forehead. He’s heard from Dutch Haag that Wade 
Thurston, the college student arrested for Reggie’s murder, is about to 
go on trial.

“Thurston’s big-shot defense lawyer wants you to. Probably you’ll at 
least have to appear and take the Fifth. That would plant doubts in the 
jurors’ minds,” Franzen says.

“So we’re in his sights.” Reno’s hand drifts down to his ankle, where 
Danny knows there’s a makeshift knife hidden in his sock.  
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“Looks that way,” Franzen says.

Danny remembers a Western he watched on TV. A cattle drive, in 
which trail drivers herded the longhorns through a series of narrowing 
chutes until they were squeezed one by one into rail cars headed for 
the slaughterhouses. He takes another gulp from the bottle.  

The limo turns left on Aster Street. The car slows as it passes mansions 
screened by thick-trunked eucalyptus and magnolia trees, oleander 
bushes and privet hedges. Two blocks pass; the limo glides right into 
a driveway blocked by a wrought iron gate. The driver flashes the 
headlights and it swings open.

 



All the Way Down
Michael Flynn
Digital collage



91

Noyo River Review

Chapter 16

Ah, relief! Done studying for finals, I headed out to commiserate with 
my friend. I threw on a gauzy white shirt with blue embroidered trim, 
Levi’s 501s, and Earth Shoes—remnants of my New Jersey wardrobe, 
but outdated for Los Angeles in 1981. I walked to the corner of Sunset 
and Fairfax and plopped onto the bus stop bench. 

As I craned my neck looking for the overdue bus, a dilapidated van 
pulled up to the light. A brown-haired guy leaned out the passenger 
window and grinned. “Hey, doll, my name’s Vincent, what’s yours?”  

Several other women sat nearby, but Vincent fixated on me. I sat up 
straight while tilting my head. The driver tossed a glance my way, 
but focused on traffic. Vincent appeared to be barely twenty with his 
perfect skin, wavy shoulder-length hair, shiny hazel eyes, and radiant 
smile. “Where are you headed?” 

“To my friend’s apartment on the other side of Hollywood.”

“Want a ride?” Vincent tapped the door in time with the music. 
Pointing to the driver, “Doug won’t mind.”

“No, thanks, the bus will be here soon.” 

Vincent started to reply, but the light turned green, so he waved as 

Excerpted from  
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they turned right. 

Five minutes later, the van again stopped at the corner. “Still here? 
Sure you don’t want us to drop you off?” 

“I’m fine. But thank you very much.”

“Come on! A girl like you shouldn’t take the bus. You deserve two 
chauffeurs and we’re offering our services.”

The light changed and the van rounded the corner again.  

Another few minutes passed. I continued to wait. I checked my 
watch and huffed in frustration. The old lady next to me nodded 
and grumbled about the bus company lacking respect for people’s 
schedules.

And then the van returned. Vincent smiled. “I don’t think that bus 
is coming, darling. Why don’t you let us give you a lift?” I shielded 
my eyes from the sun and gazed up Sunset—just the usual mix of 
Mercedes and beaters. I stood and walked toward the van. 

Vincent opened his door, hopped out, and I climbed in. I kneeled 
between the two front bucket seats. My long legs stretched out into 
the empty space behind. Pointing ahead, I explained where my friend 
lived. 

After we drove one block, two strong hands grabbed my waist from 
behind. Someone dragged me backward and thrust me down with 
such force my head bounced off the floor. The assailant shoved my 
right arm against my spine, sat on my legs, and stuck something hard 
into my back. 

Vincent screamed, “DON’T MOVE, don’t you fucking move. He’ll 
shoot you.” The van picked up speed. “Bob, do you have her?”

In that moment of total shock, I knew in every molecule they would 
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rape and murder me. My heart pounded so hard, blood roared in 
my ears. I winced in pain from the arm wrenched behind me and 
Bob’s weight on my legs. The rough, worn carpet chafed my left 
cheek. I could see the back window of the van and blankets in a pile. 
I wondered if Bob had hidden there.

I felt terror, but not complete surprise. For a long while, part of 
me had expected to die like this.  I recollected the stories my great-
grandmother read from the scandal rag about women being tortured 
and killed. I thought about the lecture my high school chemistry 
teacher gave when he picked me up hitchhiking, despite this being a 
common practice in the 1970s. I recalled the daily fear of living in the 
house with my violent stepfather. 

“We’ll let you up if you’ll remain calm,” Vincent promised. 

I managed to blurt out, “OK, OK.” 

Bob freed my arm and paused for a minute. He raised himself into 
a stoop and sat back. Released, I crawled to the rear of the van. My 
skin felt sticky from the flood of cold sweat. My brain absorbed every 
detail of the vehicle: green color, two upholstered seats, and a six-pack 
of Bud. 

I turned my attention to my captors. Bob smoothed his golden locks 
into place as he gawked at me. Meeting my gaze, he averted his baby 
blue eyes. Doug laughed and yelled “Asshole!” when a Corvette cut us 
off. Vincent turned in his seat to verify my cooperation. 

I heard the horns of nearby cars and sensed even slight turns of the 
wheel. I controlled my breathing. I shrugged my shoulders twice to 
loosen my muscles. I sat against the back doors and looked past them 
to track our path. But I had only lived in Los Angeles for six months 
and we soon left familiar territory. 
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Doug said we needed gas. Vincent snarled, “Jesus Christ!” We pulled 
into a service station. Doug and Bob stood outside the back doors 
behind me. One of them removed the fuel cap and gas flowed into 
the tank. I thought Bob muttered something about not wanting to 
do this. Remnants of Doug’s reassuring and then dismissive response 
floated over me.

Vincent moved from the passenger seat to Bob’s position behind the 
driver. He sat in the shadows. “I swear to God, I will kill you if you 
move or make a sound!” He ranted about the stupidity of forgetting to 
fill up the van. He bent forward and snarled, “Just sit there.”

I fixated on the van’s sliding side door, which was nearer to me than 
to Vincent. I recognized the silver L-shaped handle. I had opened this 
heavy door in other vans. I calculated the time it would take to reach 
it, engage the lever, and slide the door to the right. My mind shifted 
to the door behind me and assessed the long seconds required to rise 
on my knees, turn, and push it ajar, which I could only attempt after 
Doug and Bob filled the tank. 

I heard people outside and tried to determine how close they were. I 
deliberated cracking a door partway and screaming for help. I estimated 
the distance between Vincent and me. I pondered the likelihood that 
he had a gun, because I had not seen it. I considered his rage if I failed 
to escape. I thought about how my death could be very painful if this 
man chose to make it so. 

I weighed the probabilities of success and failure. Maybe there would 
be another chance or maybe I could manage my kidnappers well 
enough that they would set me free—but the odds did not favor either 
possibility.  

Ultimately, I did not believe I would make it out of the van before 
Vincent shot or tackled me. It was unlikely I could open a door wide 
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enough to yell for help. I did not trust that the strangers outside would 
react, even if they heard me. Although only a few minutes passed, I 
felt like I had engaged in this agonizing debate for hours. Sick with 
foreboding, I struggled to hold back tears as I decided not to try. 

Doug and Bob returned and settled into the front seats. Bob squinted 
at me and began organizing his wallet. Before we drove off, Doug 
peered into the rearview mirror. “Vincent, we’ll be there soon.”

Vincent now behaved as if we were headed to a party. “Bob, turn up 
the Zeppelin!” He gave me a beer and let me smoke a cigarette. He 
told me I was a birthday present for Bob, who was too old to remain 
a virgin. “Isn’t that right, Bob? You’ve been too afraid to fuck a girl.”

I remained calm and interacted with Vincent as if we were new 
acquaintances getting to know each other. I remembered reading that 
it was important to make your kidnappers see you as an individual. 
My brain assessed ideas, discarded some, and selected others, with the 
goal of creating a bond and convincing them of my humanity. I chose 
a gentle but engaged tone and relayed information I thought might be 
meaningful to them. 

I spent the next thirty minutes talking about various innocuous 
subjects. I babbled about my part-time job typing orders for 
personalized pencils and matchbooks. I amused them by maligning 
my rich classmates at UCLA. I mentioned that many of the boys in 
my small hometown owned vans like this, and that I recently moved 
to L.A. for college. I listened to their conversations and watched their 
interactions. Vincent said I was pretty and that everything would be 
fine. I beamed and nodded. 

He took out his drug kit and we snorted cocaine. The white powder 
burned before initiating a wave of euphoria. Warmth flooded my 
body. I uttered an involuntary “Wow.” But after this flash of positive 
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energy, the coke further heightened my distress. I spent a few seconds 
recalibrating my breathing. 

“Do you have anything this good in New Jersey?” I had never used 
coke before. Still, I grinned. “Not even close.” 

Vincent and Doug reminisced about a party they attended the night 
before. They compared me to a hot blonde who ignored them both. 
Bob peered out the window, sipped a beer, and chain-smoked. Vincent 
chided him for being a wet blanket, so Bob began singing along to the 
radio.

We exited at Long Beach. I recalled that the Queen Mary docked 
there, but this exhausted my knowledge. I saw bright lights in the 
distance. We parked in a dark, isolated spot near a marina. As he 
departed with Doug, Vincent advised, “Treat my boy right.” 

Birthday-boy Bob shuffled to the back. “I’m sorry about all this.” 
I contemplated asking for help, but knew he would never oppose 
Vincent. I allowed myself one silent resigned sigh. I raised my head. 
“It’s OK, honey. Everything’s fine.” I leaned in, smiled, and caressed 
Bob’s neck. We kissed and talked and kissed and talked. Today was his 
eighteenth birthday. His family surprised him with a barbeque. And 
his sister still owed him a gift. 

As he spoke, I listened to Vincent and Doug in deep discussion near 
the front of the van. I could not make out the words, but the intensity 
of the tone concerned me. I needed to balance making Bob feel special 
with my apprehension about leaving his buddies together too long. 
When I thought Bob felt comfortable, I took off my shirt and bra. I 
crouched in front of him and leaned forward to offer my bare breasts. 

After Bob finished his half-hearted bumbling and brief penetration, he 
slowly dressed. I strained to hear Vincent and Doug, but could detect 
only the muffled crunching of feet on gravel. My anxiety escalated and 
my heart thumped as each additional second passed.  
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As Bob left the van, Vincent ribbed him. “How’s it feel to be a man? 
Well, at least not a cherry boy!”

Driver Doug joined me. This surprised and concerned me to the point 
of panic. As the leader, Vincent should not go last—unless he planned 
to murder me immediately afterward. Blood rushed to my head. I felt 
so dizzy, I thought I might pass out. I slowed my heart rate, swallowed 
my terror, and focused on the task at hand.

Doug sat close and offered me a drag from his cigarette. I opened  
my mouth twice, trying to start a conversation, but my brain  
would not cooperate. I bit my lower lip. I unbuckled his pants.  
“Come here, baby.” 

I heard Vincent and Bob’s intermittent laughter and sometimes half-
believed I might survive the night. 

Doug pounded me from behind. “I know you like it. Being fucked by 
a real man.” He came, grinned, and left.

Vincent entered the van in a fine mood and flying high. “Apologies for 
spoiling your plans to visit your friend. I just can’t understand why I 
had to help a good-looking eighteen-year-old lose his virginity.” 

Vincent first approached me as a lover, trying to arouse me. So I 
moaned and pulled him close. Sometimes he called me a whore and 
demanded that I admit I waited at the bus stop to pick up men. I 
denied this and forced myself to look into his eyes to convey my 
sincerity. I sucked his dick on my own initiative and changed positions 
several times at his command.

Afterward, he told me to get dressed. I wondered if they were preparing 
to lead me to a better killing spot. Instead, Vincent thanked me  
for being a good sport and promised they would drive me to my 
friend’s place. 
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As we left the marina, I imagined this might be true. Doug and 
Vincent appeared happy as they discussed the best route to take. 
Bob seemed relieved. I shifted from feeling giddy with hope to being 
fearful and wary.

Bob rode in the back with me. He lay on his side, propped up by his 
left elbow. He closed his eyes and sipped his beer. I watched the freeway 
signs. Were we heading back to Hollywood? I did not recognize any 
of the street names, but that meant little. It was midnight, so I could 
distinguish only the brightly lit fast food restaurants. When we exited 
on Sunset, I exhaled slowly. Vincent turned to me. “Almost there.”

We pulled up to my friend’s building. Vincent slid out of his seat  
and into the van’s dark interior. And he opened that heavy sliding 
door. Adrenaline surged and my heart raced. I stepped out of the 
van. My brain said, “License plate, license plate.” But my body said, 
“RUN, RUN, before they shoot you in the back.” My feet hit the 
ground hard. 

And I ran.   
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Back then we lived beyond the town limits down a dirt road so 
remote and little-traveled the township refused to pave it. We lived 
there because that quiet, distant place appealed to my father’s solitary 
nature. He was a man who didn’t make the slightest acquaintance or 
small talk easily. As a child, I heard him laugh so rarely that it always 
surprised me when Dad gave in to mirth. When he did laugh, it was 
a joyful sound and I will admit that laughter usually brought me a 
measure of relief. His long spells of silence, his self-absorption, made 
me worry that he was unhappy and, as a child will sometimes do, I 
took on that suspected unhappiness as my own burden, as something 
born of my own inadequacy.

I was eight when we made the trip to Baltimore, and my life then 
was lived mostly within two miles of home, so I was looking forward 
to the adventure. Dad, though, was fighting the trip, despite the fact 
that it had been settled the night before, after my mother received a 
call from her stepmother’s niece. Mom’s stepmother had passed away, 
and a box of family pictures had been discovered in the deceased’s 
apartment. Mom meant to have them—even if Dad needed to give 
up the better part of his Saturday seeking their recovery. His resistance 
showed in the wooden tap of his left thumb on the steering wheel, 
the futile clearing of his throat as if he were revving up for some last 
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protest. In those days he preferred to spend his Saturdays mowing the 
lawn, washing his car, watching reruns of Combat.

One photo we would later dig out of that box framed a line of tall, 
gaunt figures, some standing, some seated in chairs flanking a patchy 
lawn. An old man with a long white beard seated in the middle fed a 
baby from a slim, curved glass vessel—a baby bottle I recognized as 
the one that rested on my mother’s kitchen hutch.

Almost all of my ancestors on both sides of the family were German, 
and many were émigrés from the region of Rhineland-Pfalz. I’d been 
told some of our people arrived in Philadelphia on a ship called the 
Loyal Judith and made their way north to central Pennsylvania, where 
the terrain was familiar to them: pine forests, fertile soil, mountain 
ridges looming blue in the distance.

In school, we were told immigrants came to the American colonies 
seeking relief from religious persecution or steady pay as hired soldiers 
fighting in the Revolution. Dad said he didn’t believe our relations 
were pious people looking for religious freedom—nor did he believe 
they were bold enough to engage enemies not their own in battle.

“They were serfs,” he said, “on the tail end of serfdom.” He’d 
discovered the modest two-room log cabin that housed thirteen 
tenants, ancestors of ours, in the earliest years of the 19th century. 
At the time of my trip to Baltimore with Dad, most of the people I 
knew had German surnames. There were Spoonauers and Gladfelters. 
My piano teacher was Gloria Gaughler; my mother’s best friend was 
Mary Yingst. Dad’s boss was Mr. Fetterhoff—or had been until Mr. 
Fetterhoff retired in the spring just after my eighth birthday. Everyone 
thought Dad would get promoted then, but the phone company was 
moving in a new direction.

That’s how Dad put it: “a new direction.”
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“What does that mean?” I’d asked him over supper. He said there was 
a law coming and it changed the way the phone company was hiring 
and promoting people. It turned out the company had found a man 
who was also qualified for Mr. Fetterhoff ’s job. He lived in Ohio, so 
they brought him to Harrisburg.

“You already live here. Why can’t you have the job?” I asked, pressing 
green peas into the mound of potatoes on my plate.

“You tell me,” he said.

My sister, who had a habit of listening outside my parents’ bedroom 
door late at night when she was supposed to be in bed, piped up.  
“They want the man from Ohio because he’s a Negro and the  
telephone company has already gotten in trouble for not having  
enough Negro managers.”

My mother and father just sat there, looking at each other across  
the table.

The man from Ohio was named Robinson. I knew this because it 
was the new name that came up in the quiet conversations my dad 
had over coffee at the kitchen table on Sunday mornings with Erv, his 
one friend from work. Dad’s office was in the corner of the company 
garage. Erv’s office was above the garage level, but Mr. Robinson’s 
office was even higher. When Erv talked to my dad about Mr. 
Robinson, he sometimes used impolite language.

 “I wish you’d speak to him about using that word,” Mom murmured 
between tight lips as she cleared the kitchen table of cups and saucers 
while Dad silently gazed out the window, watching Erv’s pickup crawl 
up the road. Dad wasn’t the kind of person who told other adults 
how to behave, but I could tell Erv’s comments about Mr. Robinson 
made him uneasy. I could see it in the way he tapped the table 
with his thumb, the way he cleared his throat when Erv mentioned  



103

Noyo River Review

Mr. Robinson. Dad didn’t want to go along with Erv’s remarks about 
Mr. Robinson, but he wasn’t ready to defend his new boss either. 
There was a battle going on inside his head that I couldn’t quite figure 
out at eight—something like the one he was having when the two of 
us started out for Baltimore.

It was August, late morning, and the day was already hot and still 
as a desert. Sweat streamed down the channel in my skinny back. 
Dad mopped his forehead with a folded hankie. We cranked down 
the windows, traveling slower than we’d have liked so as not to stir 
up the dust, finally picking up speed on the smooth black asphalt of 
Route 39, leaving the woods and their throbbing cicadas behind. By 
the time we crossed the river, Dad’s face had lost some of its tension. 
His shoulders had settled back into their natural place. He turned on 
the radio and we listened to a man lament Congress’s decision to give 
the president permission to fight communists in Vietnam, a place I’d 
never heard of.

“They’re letting him put American boys in harm’s way,” blurted an 
exasperated man.

“Let’s get some music on here,” Dad said, hastily spinning the radio 
dial. I could tell from his voice that he was ready to stop fighting this 
trip and wanted to try to find some pleasure in our travel.

He blurred right through stations playing the Beatles, the Drifters, 
and the Rolling Stones—music my sister blasted from the record 
player in the basement—and tuned in to Eddy Arnold crooning 
“Make the World Go Away,” a wistful ballad Dad sometimes whistled 
in the bathroom while he shaved.

When we crested the broad boulevard that placed us among the 
tall downtown buildings of Baltimore, the sun was almost directly 
overhead. We parked the car in front of the address on Main Street 
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and I shimmied across the front seat. When I slid on the pavement, 
I crashed hard into a woman who steadied me with her hands before 
marching on her way. From that moment on, I kept my eyes on the 
ground in front of me as Dad, gripping my sweaty palm, cut a path 
across the fast-moving stream of people and into the doorway of 
a block of flats. As we climbed the stairs, the air grew oppressively 
warmer. The dead woman’s niece was there on the top floor knitting 
an afghan among a sea of boxes. She pointed to the one of interest 
with a metal needle.

“Where can we get a bite to eat, Dolores?” My dad asked her as we 
were leaving.

“At the drugstore, right next door,” she said. “Nice and cool in  
there, too.”

We lowered the box into the car trunk with me continuing to study 
the concrete at my feet. Dad fed the meter, and we scrambled inside 
the air-conditioned drugstore. The lunch counter was to the left, the 
far end stretching toward the rear of the building and filled with a 
solid wall of human backs hunched in cool shadow. At the near end, 
there was seating at a smaller, U-shaped section splashed with sunlight 
from the large front windows. We circled the curved counter and 
settled on two tufted vinyl-covered stools, the windows behind us.

There was only one man across the curved counter from us. In front 
of him was a slice of cherry pie, a fork with its tines hooked on the 
plate, a cup of coffee. A pale waitress in pink cotton with a little white 
hat strolled over and topped off his coffee before turning to us.

I’d never been so close to a black person before. I don’t think I’d ever 
been in the same room with someone who was black. Sometimes, 
driving to my grandmother’s house in Harrisburg, we passed a few 
black people walking on the sidewalks, giving no hint of their lives. 
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I’d seen a few black people on television, mostly on the news, often 
at lunch counters like this one, but never with pie and coffee in front 
of them. The black men at the lunch counters on TV sat in front of 
paper placemats with flatware rolled up in napkins. They sat, jaws set 
the same way Dad’s jaw set whenever Erv brought up Mr. Robinson. 
My dad’s jaw eventually went slack as he moved on in conversation 
with his friend, but the men at the counter were more stubborn.

“Bull-headed,” Dad would have called them.

They were not giving in. They ignored the cameras and stared straight 
ahead, waiting.

But the black man across this counter seemed at home and not in 
need of anything. His jaw was relaxed. His newspaper was folded into 
a tidy rectangle and he studied the print with a calm concentration I 
didn’t recognize. Although we got a newspaper at home, I never saw 
anyone read it. The only other printed material I’d seen in our house, 
except for the untouched encyclopedias and my dad’s Bluejacket’s 
Manual on the living room bookshelf, were the hand-me-down 
National Enquirers a neighbor dropped off for my mother. These were 
filled with garish color photos and oversized, provocative headlines.

I wondered what in that rectangle of newspaper held the man’s 
attention. Was it a special newspaper for black people? How would a 
newspaper for black people be different from the one we got at home?

Our hamburgers and fries arrived, along with 7UPs, and still I 
could not take my eyes away from the man across the way. He wore 
a plaid shirt with short sleeves. His arms, neck, and face were a  
color I could not match to anything in my experience: lighter than  
my black Crayola crayon, darker than the oak headboard in  
my parents’ bedroom.
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I wondered if he looked like Mr. Robinson. I wondered if my dad 
saw Mr. Robinson’s face whenever he saw a black person. Then I 
remembered the pictures of Dad on the USS Mahogany, his ship in 
the Navy when he was seventeen. In one of them, he stood behind a 
black man with his long white fingers wrapped around the man’s dark 
neck, as if to strangle him. This picture frightened me until I noticed 
both men were smiling and their heads were nearly touching. Inside 
the front cover of his Bluejacket’s Manual, Dad had carefully recorded 
the name and address of every single man he’d served with, along 
with corresponding numbers placed next to each seaman’s face on a 
photograph of the entire crew. The smiling man with my dad’s hands 
around his neck was named Carlos Brown. Where was Carlos Brown 
now, I wondered.

When the man at the counter picked up his fork without moving 
his eyes from the newspaper, I saw that the pads of his fingers were 
the shade of deep red roses. I studied my own fingers, upturned, 
long and mottled, in my lap. His elbows, resting on the counter top, 
were darker than his arms, as though all the color had pooled there. I 
yanked my elbow to eye level and studied its pale bone.

I wondered where this black man lived. If there were no black people at 
Saint Thomas Church, or Karn’s Market, or Linglestown Elementary, 
where did they pray, buy food, learn to read? Was there another world 
just like ours, with churches, grocery stores, and schools only for black 
people? 

But here we were at the same place at the same time: my silent father 
and me, descendants of Germans, at the same lunch counter with this 
man whose ancestors must have come from Africa. There was a book 
in my school library called Amos Fortune: Free Man. It was about a 
fifteen-year-old African prince who was stolen from his home and 
brought to America on a ship called the White Falcon. Amos Fortune 
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found his freedom in old age after much hard work and the loss of 
two wives. What was it like, I wondered, to be so many different 
people in a lifetime: a prince, a slave, a free man in his own home?

While Dad hungrily ate his burger, I picked at the edges of my bun, 
popping bits of the soft roll, one at a time, into my mouth, never 
taking my eyes from the man across the counter.

The waitress came over and asked the man if there would be anything 
else today and he said no, thank you. She slipped the bill for his pie 
and coffee beneath the edge of his saucer. Their hands almost touched, 
and the cover of one of my mother’s tabloids came to mind. It held 
a picture of a black man with his hand on the knee of a platinum 
blonde. The headline read, “Will Hollywood BLACKBALL Sammy 
Davis and May Britt?”

I remembered visiting my grandmother in the hospital after she broke 
her hip, the way she whispered to my father that a colored orderly had 
lifted her from her bed to the gurney that would carry her to X-ray. “I 
didn’t make a fuss,” she added.

There was another book next to Amos Fortune: Free Man on the library 
shelf at Linglestown Elementary. It held sketches of the darkened 
holds of ships with naked black men stacked on pallets, chained to 
one another.  A shameful thought passed through my mind: the men 
in the ship holds, free in Africa, had been forced to this place. My 
ancestors, serfs in Germany, had escaped to this place.

“Hey what’sa matter?” Dad paused between bites of his burger, cocked 
his head toward me. In his glasses I saw a reflection of the man across 
the counter, still bent over his paper. “Don’t you like the burger?”

I let my shoulders, stiff and nearly grazing my ears, fall into place as I 
released my breath. A paper-covered straw lay next to my untouched 
7UP, and impulsively I ripped the end off and blew the white sheath 
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across the counter, where it hit the man’s shirt sleeve and fell across his 
forearm.The man glanced at the straw cover, at me. His head was still 
lowered toward the newspaper, so that when he looked at me, it was 
with raised eyes, the same way my father looked over the tops of his 
glasses when he was unhappy with something I’d said or done, right 
before telling me to behave or settle down.

The air conditioning no longer felt refreshing; it was chilly, and I 
shivered. What if the man was a friend of Mr. Robinson’s? What if he 
told Mr. Robinson what I’d done and my dad lost his job? I imagined 
my mother crying, asking what we were going to do.

“Now you’ve done it,” my sister would taunt.

I held my breath again and the straw shook between my thumb and 
finger.  The man across the counter and I looked at each other. I felt 
Dad’s gaze turn toward me, then toward the man, probably noticing 
the straw paper on the man’s arm. My breath started coming hard and 
fast. Should I say I’m sorry? Or pretend I didn’t know how the paper 
got there? I waited for the man to say or do something.

Eventually his face broke into a wide grin that revealed even teeth and 
made his eyes crinkle up and nearly disappear into the curve of his 
cheeks. He closed his mouth turned his head slightly, nodded, and 
winked with the eye that was aimed right at me. He laughed, and then 
my dad laughed. Together.

His laughter was slower than my dad’s, but they were both laughing 
from their bellies. Dad and Erv never laughed over their Sunday 
morning coffee. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d heard my 
serious, earnest father laugh with another man. My face grew hot. I 
knew I’d turned pink with embarrassment, and the fact of that only 
made me flush more deeply. I turned my eyes downward, waiting 
for the laughter to stop, for the man to return to his pie, his coffee,  
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his newspaper, and for my father, his burger gone, to return to his 
fries and 7UP.

But the man’s smile and wink felt like an invitation of sorts, and I felt 
compelled to respond. It seemed essential that I speak to him. Part 
of that urge had something to do with those men at the counters on 
the news who had no food in front of them, and with the people who 
walked down the street at Nana’s—people I’d had no connection to 
and whose lives I’d wondered about.

I didn’t speak.

Instead, I aimed one eye at him and nodded sharply, winking just 
as he had winked at me.  Another round of laughter followed, and I 
turned pink again, but this time I didn’t mind.

On the way home, I remember feeling a shift had taken place in 
my world and that some deep-rooted tension had drained away—
something I wasn’t able to name at the time. I wondered if something 
had changed for Dad. It wasn’t the kind of question I could ever have 
asked him. All I could do was watch, try to know something about 
him from what I could see. He was calm driving home that day. 
His jaw was smooth, unclenched. His thumb was silent. Instead of 
clearing his throat, he whistled.
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CHAPTER ONE: ATTACK!

Crows everywhere are equally black. 
– Chinese Proverb

“Bo!” I shout. Where in Heaven’s name is he? Probably sitting in his 
favorite tree, sucking on a lychee, the little squirt. A clod of dirt hits my 
shoulders. “Ow!” I spin around and catch sight of my ten-year-old 
brother scrambling up the hill behind our hut. Giggles erupt in his 
wake. “Bo! Come back here. You’re supposed to be helping me harvest 
kale for dinner.” The familiar irritation gnaws at my stomach. Trying 
to corral Bo into doing his share of work is like trying to round up a 
piglet that keeps escaping its pen. 

In the open patch of dirt between our hut and our neighbors, the 
Leungs, pigs, chickens, goats, and dogs snort, snuffle, scamper, and 
meander amongst each other in companionable harmony. Three-
year-old Leung Ah Mun darts into a flock of chickens, sending dust 
and feathers flying into the air. There is a cacophony of clucking and 
furious beating of wings. “Mun-tzai, leave the hens alone,” his mother 
scolds, addressing him by the affectionate term “Little Mun.” “We 
won’t get any eggs if you keep scaring them.” 

Excerpted from  
LI JIN AND THE NINE  

DRAGON SCROLL
Natasha Yim

— Second Prize: Young Adult Fiction —
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I brush off the dirt from my gray cotton pants and hobble after Bo. I 
haven’t even reached my fourteenth birthday, and already I’m feeling 
like an eighty-year-old. My legs and back are cramped and aching 
from crouching over green leafy kale all morning.  Just wait til I catch 
up with him …

As I head toward the hills behind our one-room hut, I pass the window 
my mother always leaves open to let in the fresh ocean breezes. Her 
voice drifts toward me—tense, raw, edged with fear. 

“No! How could you?” she hisses.

“We have paid them for too long—and for what?” My father replies, 
his voice, gruff, harsh, not the gentle, soothing tones he usually uses 
with the family.

“For … for their protection.” I freeze. Keep going. Find Bo. But I can’t 
move. What are they talking about?

“Protection—bah!” Ba Ba exclaims with disdain. “They still come 
through whenever they wish and demand our fish, vegetables, and 
animals. In return, they—”

“Leave our huts standing,” Ma Ma completes the sentence. Her voice 
is strangled. “This is foolishness. Think … think of our children.”

I frown. Ba Ba isn’t talking about the protection money the village pays 
Ching I Sao’s pirates, is he? There is a reason the pirate commander is 
known as the Dragon Lady. And her pirates, the fearsome Wasps of the 
Ocean! If the village refused to pay … I shudder at the thought. What is 
Ba Ba thinking? 

A heavy silence follows. “We are—we have—” Ba Ba says. I can hear 
the tautness in his voice, like a bow strung too tight, “if we don’t fight 
back, we are no better than slaves—”
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“We?”

“At the village meeting—”

“Attended by men,” Ma Ma says. “Where were the mothers?” Her 
voice rises again. “Where were the mothers when you condemned 
their children to certain death—or—or worse?”

“I—” Ba Ba falters. He heaves a deep sigh. “It is done,” he says, his 
tone lifeless and dull. 

A stool scrapes on the wooden floor, and there is a shuffling. The sound 
of someone, probably my father, coming to the door has breathed life 
into my legs again. I race up the hill to find Bo. As I expected, he is 
straddling a lychee tree. The rough red skins of his favorite fruit litter 
the dirt around the roots.

“You—” I puff, pausing to catch my breath. “—are supposed to be 
helping me. Ma Ma needs kale for dinner.”

“That’s girls’ work,” Bo scoffs. “When I grow up, I’m going out to sea. 
No more pulling vegetables for me!”

“Pulling in fishing nets is a lot harder. You’ve seen the calluses on Ba 
Ba’s hands.”

“I’m not going to be a fisherman,” Bo says. He looks over at me. His 
eyes are dreamy, distant, glimmering with the thought of adventures 
only he can see. My stomach is still churning with anxiety. What did 
Ba Ba mean? 

 “I’m going to look for the Nine Dragon Scroll,” continues Bo. He 
gazes into the horizon and with his fingers absent-mindedly twirls his 
queue—the single braid falling down his back. The hairstyle has been 
the custom for centuries for boys and men in China. “When I find it, 
I’ll return it to the Emperor and claim the reward.” 
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“Bo,” I say, wanting to tell him about the conversation I overheard. He 
plucks another lychee from the branch above him and begins peeling 
off the outer layer.

“We’ll be rich then. Ba won’t ever have to pull in fishing nets again. 
And you,” he says, flashing me his impish grin before sinking his teeth 
into the fruit, “won’t have to harvest any more kale or spinach.” 

I sigh. What harm is there in letting him dream?  “The Nine Dragon 
Scroll again? That was stolen a hundred years ago. No one has seen it 
since. No one. And may I remind you, little brother, three emperors 
have sent men to find it without success. How are you going to find 
this treasure when they have failed?”

“I’m going to join a pirate ship, and be a …” Bo glances over my 
shoulder. He lets the half-eaten lychee fall from his hand and splatter 
on the ground. “Pirates!”

“Yeah, yeah…all you boys want to be pirates. Not sure why, since 
they’re nothing but a bunch of thieves and ruffians. They’re …” 

The expression of horror on Bo’s face stops me. He points one 
wavering finger toward the beach. 

“No, Jin. Pirates … lots of them.”

I turn and look out over the thatched roofs of our fishing village, over 
the banyan trees dotting the shoreline, and out towards the green-
blue waters of the South China Sea. A fleet of junks is moored in the 
harbor, distinctive rippled sails still unfurled for a quick getaway. Red 
triangular flags with gold fringes flap atop the masts. I suck in my 
breath.     

“Ching I Sao!” The Dragon Lady of the South China Seas. The most 
feared and ruthless pirate in these waters. People say she commands 
2,000 junks and 80,000 pirates! 
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A wave of shirtless men charge up the beach, their long shiny queues 
swishing like horses’ tails. A group of villagers form a semi-circle on 
the beach. In their hands, I see kitchen knives, axes, wooden oars. I 
can’t see if my father is one of them. What are they doing? A panic 
seizes me. They don’t mean to fight the pirates, do they? That would be 
crazy! We are poor fishing folk—not warriors! 

Suddenly, I see glints of silver in the sunlight. Daos, steel swords with 
curved blades, slash the air in swift downward arcs. Then everything 
is complete madness. Clangs and shouts ring out. Bodies slump to the 
ground. Fishermen scatter, dropping whatever crude arms they had 
brought and fleeing toward the village. Fishing nets lie abandoned, 
leaving the day’s catch to flop and shudder in the froth. 

“No, no, no!” I cry.

Beyond the shoreline, upturned wooden sampans are tossed around 
like giant driftwood in the ocean swells. Men bob in the water, 
some with arms lifted to Tin Hau, patron Goddess of fishermen.  
Oh Heavens! They’re going to drown! Many of the men can’t swim, 
including my father.

“Ba Ba!” I shriek. 

I feel the urge to run, but my legs won’t move. I am frozen, as rooted 
to the spot as Bo’s lychee tree. A flash of movement jars me from 
my trance. In a blur, I see my brother race down the hill toward our 
village, a thick branch in his hand.

“Bo! Bo! Come …” I choke, “… back. They’ll … they’ll get you too.”

Spurred into motion, I chase after him. I can only make out his 
moving form through a haze of tears, but I run blindly on. My feet 
crackle the dry grass. Their pounding is a drum in my ears. A sharp, 
acrid odor fills my nostrils; my throat scorches with the ashy taste of 
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smoke. I cough. The crackling I hear now is no longer the grass under 
my feet. A wall of heat blasts my face. I cover my mouth and nose 
with the sleeve of my tunic and stare at the flames shooting from the 
thatched roofs. 

“Ma Ma!!” I scream. Tongues of orange lick doorframes, windows, 
curl around the huts and consume them like matchboxes. Where are 
my mother and Bo? And Ba Ba? Is he shuttling Ma Ma and Bo to 
safety? Has he been swallowed up by the ocean? Or cut down like a 
jungle vine? 

Shrieks, sobbing, shouts, swirl in the air around me. Bodies hurtle 
past. I grab at the sleeve of one. It’s my neighbor, Leung-tai. In her 
frantic eyes, the image of a three-year-old boy running through a flock 
of chickens blazes in my memory. Was that only an hour ago? Two? 
A lifetime away. “Leung-tai, have you seen my …”, but she just looks 
blankly at me. Her clothes are disheveled, her face blackened with 
soot. She murmurs, “Ah Mun … my son …,” then yanks her arm free 
and disappears into a fog of smoke.

I scan the charred huts, the fallen timbers, the flailing limbs of 
attackers and the attacked. I’m looking for any sign of my family. In 
the flickering shadows cast by the flames, the silhouette of a muscled 
figure seizes a woman by the shoulder. 

“You’ll do,” a gruff voice says. “We need more washing women on 
board.”

“No … No, please … my husband, my son …”

“Dead, more than likely.”

The woman’s high-pitched wail lacerates the air. I cover my ears with 
my hands. I have to find my parents and brother. Am I too late? Are 
they … but I can’t think of it.
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“What about the children?” a voice hisses, as slick and oily as kerosene.

“Take them too.”

“We have no room …”

“Madame Ching’s orders,” the deeper voice barks. “Spare the women 
and children.”

“What’s the point of taking the rice and fish if we have to use them 
to feed more slaves?” asks the slime-voiced one. “I still say it’s a waste 
of good food.”

“Bite your tongue, Teng Fei! It is not for you to question … unless you 
want fifty lashes to the back.”

“All right, all right, Kang. Hold your temper.”

“Captain Kang to you.” The man tosses a rope to Teng Fei. “Tie the 
woman up with the others.”

Footsteps stomp in my direction. I back away. My heart flutters 
against my rib cage like a moth in a jar. Hide, Jin, hide! My back hits 
something long and slender. It’s the stilts of a shed. I scramble up 
the bamboo plank, pull open the door, and throw myself into the 
darkness. The shack smells of rice and rotting wood. In the dim light, 
I can make out the lumpy shapes of potato sacks. The storage shed!  
I huddle down between two wooden barrels, and draw my knees 
tightly up to my chest. 

My eyes search the hut for any weapon I can use. But even if I find 
something suitable, I can’t possibly fight my way through an army of 
pirates. And if I manage to escape unseen, what then?

“Lemme go! Lemme go!” shouts a voice outside. Bo! A glimmer of 
light shines through a gap where termites and the salt-laced ocean 
breezes have worn away the wood. I press my eye to the splintered 
slats and peer out.
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Bo, his navy blue tunic ripped at the shoulders, tries to wriggle his 
way out of the grasp of a wiry man. The man has slightly hunched 
shoulders, and his face, deeply cratered, carries the ravages of small 
pox. Another stockier man stands in front of them, feet slightly apart, 
hands on his waist. He is blocking Bo from escape. His back is to me 
and I cannot see his face. He wears a burgundy silk robe and white 
pants tucked into cloth boots laced to his knees. He says nothing as 
Bo flails at him. Tear tracks streak the mixture of dirt and, what looks 
like blood, on Bo’s cheeks. I dig my nails into the wood. Bo! Bo! I want 
to call out. Oh, Tin Hau, what have they done to you? 

“You … you killed them! Filthy dog! Pig head! Butt of a mule!” Bo 
flings all the insults he knows, and it suddenly dawns on me that my 
brother isn’t trying to get away. The wiry man is holding him back 
from attacking the other. “You killed my Ma and Ba! You burned 
our house …” Bo’s voice cracks. His scrawny shoulders tremble with 
violent sobs.

I bite my lip to stop myself from crying out and giving myself away. 
Ma Ma … Ba Ba … dead! No, it can’t be … I crumple to the floor, and 
try to quell the anguish choking me.

“What shall we do with him?” a voice asks. It’s the man known as 
Teng Fei. I wipe away tears with the embroidered edge of my tunic 
and still the quivering in my legs. Then, I creep back up to the hole 
and glance out. 

“This one’s too much trouble,” the burlier man growls. I recognize 
the voice of the other man I had seen earlier. Captain Kang. “We’ll 
give him to Chang Pao. He’ll whip him into line.” Kang considers the 
slight figure before him. “Look at me, boy.” 

Bo has stopped sobbing, but he remains limp and makes no effort to 
raise himself. Teng Fei grabs Bo’s hair and yanks his head upwards. 
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“You’ll show some respect, if you know what’s good for you. I’ll slit 
your throat like I did your father’s.”

 Before Teng Fei can react, Bo jabs him hard in the shin with his heel. 
The pirate howls with surprise and pain. He loosens his grip to grab 
his throbbing leg, and Bo almost jerks himself free. 

“You little weasel!” Teng Fei snarls. Something silver flashes in his 
hand, and the sharp point of a dagger presses against Bo’s neck, just 
enough to puncture the skin. Deep red spots bead, like sweat, out of 
the wound. I gasp. No! Fear claws at my throat. Am I going to watch 
my brother die? Leave him alone! Leave him alone! my mind screams.  
I want to burst through the wall of the shack, leap on the pirate’s back. 
I want to save my brother. And then what? You will both be dead. One 
of my legs accidentally brushes a rice sack. It crinkles. Captain Kang 
holds up his hand, commanding silence. I hold my breath. His head 
swivels around and shrewd narrow eyes rest on my hiding spot. For a 
moment, it seems as if he’s staring right at me. I crouch back into the 
shadows, my hands clasped over my mouth. After a moment, I hear 
Kang say,

“Enough, Teng Fei! You will not kill the boy. Chang Pao might find 
some use for him yet.” He lets out a low chuckle. “This little monkey 
might even make a fine pirate.”

“I will never become one of you!” Bo shouts. “Murderers! I hate you! 
I hate pirates!”

“Take him away!” Kang orders impatiently. Footsteps drift away into 
the distance. I can still smell the lingering odor of burning wood and 
straw, but the roar and splintering of lumber in the heat of the flames 
has given way to an occasional sputter. There is nothing left to burn. 
The shouts, cries, and commotion have died down, too. They are no 
longer thundering in my ears but are coming from somewhere farther 
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away—down on the beach, perhaps. The eerie quiet of the village 
settles on me like a heavy cloak.  

Suddenly, the door swings open with a bang, and the storage hut 
floods with light and wisps of smoke. I scurry backwards and cower 
by the rice barrel. A brawny figure frames the doorway, hands on his 
waist and feet apart.

“Well, well, well … Look what we have here. Teng Fei!” Captain Kang 
calls over his shoulder. “Another one for our collection.”
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It’s eight in the morning, Michigan time, and I’m looking forward to 
another blissful day of swimming and boating in the pristine waters 
of Lake Huron. I’m the pampered guest of my daughter, Denise, and 
son-in-law, George. Sharing the comfort of their wonderfully cozy 
summer home on Marquette Island is always a pure delight. I settle 
back into an old blue wicker chair, take my first grateful sip of coffee 
and gaze out the windows of the screened-in porch. That’s when the 
first tiny blip of orange catches my eye before it disappears into the 
trees. I am immediately on high alert as another, then another, blur of 
orange is swallowed by the forest. 

I stand up for a better look and hope that what I have just seen might 
be the forerunners of the migrating monarch butterflies. Everyone 
wants me to experience this incredible phenomenon before my 
September vacation ends. Through the screen door I hear the phone 
ring, then my daughter’s excited voice. “Mom, they’ve arrived! Grab 
your jacket, we’re leaving in five minutes.

The three of us hurry down the winding path to the dock and jump 
into the boat. George revs the motor and we leave a churning wake as 
we head across the water to Pont Brule, the lovely mainland home of 
George’s sister, Cara, and her husband, Fred. The anticipation grows 
when we cruise into the boat slip, tie up, and climb the ladder to 
ground level. Fred and Cara are waiting for us. 

FADE TO ORANGE AND BLACK
Karin Fitzgerald

—Second Prize: Nonfiction Essay —
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Up ahead is a grove of enormous cedar trees. No one speaks as we 
step into the shade and quiet of these giants. I stop dead in my 
tracks. Nothing has prepared me for this. I see hundreds of swirling 
orange and black shapes. They float silently in and around the cedar 
branches, fluttering by our faces and bodies, as if to offer a silent 
benediction. The air is soft and warm. A slight mist curls and drifts 
languidly through the trees. This contributes to my sense of having 
stumbled into a different dimension. I’m awestruck and honored to 
be a witness to one of nature’s most magnificent wonders.

I reluctantly give up my reverie when Fred taps my arm to get my 
attention. “Do you know what the monarchs are doing now?” I shake 
my head. “They need liquid to keep hydrated. They can’t regulate 
their body temperature and dry out so quickly. They’re going to suck 
up moisture on the foliage with a little flexible tube curled under 
their head. It looks like a sippy straw and unfolds when they need 
to drink.” He holds out his hand, and, as if it’s been summoned, a 
butterfly alights long enough for me to peer intently at the tiny head; 
I’m looking for the sippy straw. Fred is looking at his hand too. He 
smiles and says, “It’s too hard to see the proboscis, but I’ll show you a 
picture when we go up to the house.”

Grateful for the explanation, I realize that everyone wants to tell me 
what they know as they gather around. The snippets of information 
are delivered in whispers, because the feeling of being in a leafy chapel 
is so intense. Our soft footsteps and the slight rustle of cedar branches 
are the only sounds as we slowly walk beneath the trees. The beautiful 
monarchs don’t punctuate the air with their vibrations. I marvel at the 
quiet. I suddenly wish that I could be covered with a mantle of living 
butterflies. Would I feel any weight? Would their little sippy straws 
uncurl and search for moisture on my skin?
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My thoughts are interrupted as George and his sister, Cara, appear on 
each side of me to tell me more about the monarchs. They’ve grown 
up in this part of Michigan and are steeped in butterfly physiology 
and history. I learn that female monarchs lay their fertilized eggs on 
milkweed plants and once that’s done, both the males and females die. 
Their busy little lives only last two to six weeks before they make way 
for the next generation to carry on. I want to protest; this isn’t right! 
I feel better when George explains that each year, four generations of 
butterflies are born. The fourth generation, born east of the Rocky 
Mountains, will fly to Mexico, and the fourth generation, born west 
of the Rockies, will migrate to Pacific Grove and other spots on the 
California coast. Then Cara fills me in on another butterfly bulletin. 
“These monarchs are so unique, they are the only butterflies in the 
world to make a double migration, like birds do, because they can’t 
survive the cold winters.”

I feel like a human sponge, soaking up these whispered insights. I 
want to fill up with “monarchmania” and squeeze it out later to enjoy. 
I look over at my daughter, Denise, and see a butterfly briefly resting 
on her blonde hair, looking like an exotic animated ornament. I feel 
giddy with joy and can’t help but laugh. 

Gentle rain from an unexpected shower starts to fall. We stand 
together and look up, blinking away the light drizzle, anxious about 
the butterflies, and hesitant to leave. The monarchs quickly begin to 
light on the branches and fold their wings. Satisfied now, as if we are 
the caretakers and know our little charges will be fine, we turn toward 
the house. I look back. A few of the little beauties still dip and turn, 
soar and glide, in all their orange and black elegance.

Once in the house, Fred fires up the computer, finds a good website, 
and prints information that I can save and read at my leisure. I’m 
happy about this because there seem to be so many generations of 
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monarchs, such a huge family, and I’m still not clear which relatives 
live and which ones die. The computer pages are passed around. Many 
of the facts are known by the initiated four, but some of them are 
new, even to them. They’re very surprised to discover that while the 
egg-turned-caterpillars are munching on the milkweed plants, they’ve 
been ingesting a potent poison. This will make the adult butterfly a 
very dangerous snack for the unlucky bird or small mammal who can’t 
resist a juicy monarch appetizer. Hats off to Mother Nature for doing 
such a great job keeping her most fragile creatures safe.

All too soon, the wonderful day has slipped away. I gather up the stack 
of printouts and we take our leave with affectionate hugs all around. 
Denise, George, and I move past the cedars, empty now except for the 
sighing breeze. We three share the same feeling of regret that we didn’t 
see those lovely stalwarts fly away on the next leg of their journey, and 
we wonder where they’ll spend the night. We board the boat; it’s cold 
now on the water, and you can really believe autumn has arrived. Back 
home on the island, we sit down to a relaxed dinner and decide to 
retire early. Denise and George each have a favorite book, and I have 
the many, many pages of monarch information. I settle down on the 
big comfortable bed, pillows propped up behind me, the occasional 
hoot of an owl an appropriate introduction to my reading.

I know from the afternoon tutorial that four generations of monarchs 
are born each year. The stunning finale to this unique life cycle 
extravaganza is the wildly wonderful, mind-blowing fourth generation 
of butterflies born in September. These creatures do not die in two to 
six weeks, but live for six to eight months. Called the “Methuselah” 
generation, these Methuselahs are destined to become the senior 
citizens of the butterfly world.

While Methuselahs are still young and innocent, they leave their 
birthplace west of the Rockies and fly fifty to one hundred miles a 
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day to reach their winter home on the California coast where they 
will hibernate, but their eastern cousins have a much longer journey. 
It will take two months for them to fly 2,700 miles in order to 
reach their Mexican hibernation colonies. I feel a sudden burst of 
ownership. These are my butterflies I’m reading about. I’m imagining 
their November arrival in the evergreen forests of Mexico’s Sierra 
Madre Mountains. It must be a thrilling sight as they fold their wings 
and cover the trees by the thousands. 

Five months later, these same Methuselahs will receive an urgent 
message with the tick-tock of their biological clocks: “Wake up, find a 
mate, and lay some eggs.” In a short time, their eggs will become a new 
first generation of monarch butterflies. The fabulous Methuselahs, 
old and tired now, their work complete, will be taken into Mother 
Nature’s arms and this new generation of monarchs will leave Mexico 
and California and start their northward trek. Once again, the magical 
monarch migration will begin. I yawn as the pages slip from my hand, 
and flickering images of orange and black carry me toward sleep. 
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Chapter 1: Our War Against Evil Shapes

The recruiter called me A. Morton. I was at New New Holt High 
School when children died to gunfire. So was, famously, Ian Lane. 
He had a handgun in his backpack. The recruiter called him I. Lane. 
I. Lane didn’t kill anyone. I don’t like what’s become of him, or any 
of us. This is a real history of certain organisms. This is for humanity’s 
benefit.

There is much to contend with. I contend with nonhuman entities 
called evil shapes. They are bigger now. I contend with the increasing 
resentment of my father as he transports scat-laden trash bags out of 
this room of mine. Even though I urinate out the window to spare him 
the effort of transporting liquid weight. My scats are dry and owl-like 
with the heft of packing foam, containing both spherical and angular 
formations, which helps for divining omniscience over the past. My 
father shouldn’t complain. He should be dimly aware there are bigger 
problems in the world.

I contend with the curtain, behind which the cosmic motions approach 
the same days as before, with columns of brown half-rain hissing over 
the blue lichen and the shining leafless trees.

Excerpted from  
THE SHOOTING OF  

NEW NEW HOLT
Hunter Gagnon

— MCWC Faculty Selection: Novel —
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I sit in my room with a new garbage bag spread before me. Before me, 
I have erratic omniscience over the past, when the year is 2008 and 
the place is called New New Holt High School, in New Holt, New 
Hampshire. My scats tell me it is August. In December, children will 
die to gunfire. In August, the faculty room is transformed into the 
office of an army recruiter, so the faculty attend a meeting in the gym. 
They sit on the bleachers and say:

“New, New, New,” says Mrs. Waters. “Why the continuous tedium?”

“We are in the spirit of celebration,” explains Mrs. Gale, with a frantic, 
censorious air.

She has been celebrating since 2003, ever since New New Holt was 
built over the ruins of New Holt High School, which collapsed into 
a sinkhole, due to the hurricane in 2001, after Islamists attacked the 
United States. The sinkhole beneath New Holt High School was really 
the mass grave of the extinct clam-people, a type of mollusk wiped out 
by the Spanish, an organism claimed by Mr. Waters to be originally 
sentient. The New Holt Clam Boy is the school mascot. He attempts 
to emulate the clam-people. His theme is self-aware extinction. He 
was repainted on the cafeteria wall of New New Holt. In December, 
he looks down with bulging worried eyes as children die to gunfire. 

“But why the tedium?” asks Mr. Waters again, irate, unable to hide it. 
His eyebrows rise up into his hairline. 

“It’s not tedium. We are celebrating a renewal. We are once again 
encouraging a positive beginning. So we call it ‘New,’” explains Mrs. 
Gale, exhausted by the effort of speaking to negative personalities. 
She’s been this way ever since many things. Ever since the mission was 
accomplished in Iraq, ever since the new shipment of six-by-ten flags, 
ever since Virginia Tech, ever since 2007, ever since the Red Flag List 
appeared in her cubby, which was such a bright thing amid the dim 
brown columns of half-rain.
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“This can be a hard place to be,” says Mr. Waters. He puts his fist over 
his mouth.

Mr. Clear raises his hand. “Are we talking about room assignments?” 
His voice wavers.

“In my opinion, my room has been good,” states Mr. True from high 
up in the bleachers, with a diplomatic wave of his lumpy forearm.

“It’s worse now,” say Mr. Clear’s young blonde hair and wide useless 
eyes. “I can’t articulate myself. It’s always been incomprehensible  
and beige.”

“It’s been different since it’s been new,” says Mr. Waters, speaking 
through his knuckles.

“I feel exposed where I am. I feel vulnerable,” says Mr. Clear.  
“The Army guy can always see me.” His voice rises with vague panic. 
“I feel eroded.”

Mr. True groans. Mrs. Gale clenches her jaw. “Our rooms are 
unchanging,” she says.

“That makes sense,” says Mr. Waters, “That is expected.”

“Have we concluded?” asks Mr. True, with lofty impatience.

“We’re all aggrieved by a military presence,” says Mr. Waters, “There’s 
nothing anyone can do. I’m sure Mrs. Gale is sorry for that.” He slicks 
back his hair. He smiles.

Mr. Clear stares miserably. Mrs. Gale shuts her eyes.

“But I have another smaller request,” he continues, “I would like us 
to talk about melanoma risk. I would like us to talk about the blinds.”

Mrs. Gale has no energy to protest. When school begins in two 
weeks, the blinds are down. They will shift like kelp. Mr. Waters will 
sometimes look at them and nod. 
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In September and October and November and the first nine days of 
December, this is where Ian Lane’s mother drops him off every day. 
Day after day, the car curves around a high translucent bristle of pines, 
shadowy jade and gray. A hexagon rises up, incomprehensible and 
beige; it looks like an arena. It rises up over and over. This repeated 
experience becomes a pattern in poor Ian Lane’s brain. All happiness 
determined by architecture and positioning. This is in part why Ian’s 
backpack sags with the weight of a handgun. 

When Ian pushes through the square of yellow light that is the door 
and begins school he has no intention of putting the handgun in his 
locker. He doesn’t know if he will be destined to use it. He carries it 
past the manic, theatrical, cherub-faced temporary receptionist, who 
shrieks, “Here comes Ian Lane, who doth rises with the glory of the 
morning!” He carries it past D.A.R.E. officer Coger, who gyrates in his 
plastic chair with calm watery eyes, and leans on the still beige inner 
wall of the entrance hallway. He even carries it past the Army recruiter 
whose patriotic blue American eyes are only colored contact lenses, 
and who, in those days, has a little office on the corner of the hexagon 
where the two hallways branch out with a big glass window facing the 
entrance. The recruiter gets there before everyone and watches people 
through the glass. His room is brightest. Elsewhere the blinds hang 
like kelp in silty water. Every day Ian is happy to leave, and every day 
it’s not gray, the sky is an exhausted orange spirit ebbing to purple, like 
the eyes of the Clam Boy. 

This becomes a pattern in his brain that almost becomes a shape. His 
mother picks him up and she is happy to have high hopes for him. He 
is brought home where he retreats to a tiny attic room in a decaying 
Puritan farmhouse. Green and red Christmas lights hang from the 
ceiling like bioluminescing vines. Behind his bed, there is a mouse-
torn hole in the wall where he conceals his masturbation tissues. He 
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thinks about burning them. The gun belongs to his mother. He puts it 
under his mattress. Sometimes at night, the mice will skitter through 
the walls hunting for his tissues. When this happens, he puts it under 
his pillow and quivers in mortal terror. In the green-red otherworldly 
glow, the mice sounds seem to be large things. 

In a few months, in December, his backpack will sag and the police 
will ask why. They’ll see the gun and see it hasn’t been fired and ask 
him where’s the one he used. Past uneven walls parents will be crying. 
The line of the cop bending over the child seems to trace the edge of 
something expected or preordained—an evil shape. Others see him 
being asked and it is enough.

But to understand New New Holt and Ian Lane and that shape made 
over him, we must return to the recruiter’s blue American eyes. Some 
years ago, the recruiter had a dream where geometric shapes skittered 
across his torso, like the shadows made by sun coming through 
wrinkled water. He didn’t want this dream to end. Accordingly, his 
eyes are not blue. His eyes are yellow. His pupils are not round. His 
pupils are slitted. His blue contact lenses do not quite conceal this. He 
sees himself in his mirror at two in the morning. He is using thick pink 
makeup to conceal his pale hexagonal scales which appeared all over 
his body, some years ago, starting with his torso. He puts in fake blue 
contacts with round pupils and dons an iron-gray hairpiece because 
some years ago, his hair fell out too. He attaches iron-gray eyebrows 
and uses special toothpaste to whiten his yellow teeth. He covers his 
scaly torso with the uniform and ornaments of a United States Army 
recruiter. On the wall, he has a poster-sized photo of Humvees driving 
beneath the swords of Baghdad. Tilted dust indicates motion. 

To prepare for work he has a sheet. A list of names written in a way that 
is both specific and efficient, because this gives him a thrill. He sees a 
name. I. Lane. He writes a description, to help him remember. It says:



132

Male, plodding and depressive, frustrated by impermanence, paranoid, 
possible to transmute these inclinations into defensive fear-based violence.

He smiles at his human face in the mirror. He is pleased with himself. 
He elaborates to himself, in soliloquy: “The war for I. Lane will be 
won by an alternation and substitution of abstractions. A syllogism 
will be introduced at the right moment. Nothing lasts, I. Lane. Schools 
collapse into mud, parents lose jobs, you lose childhood, safety, and 
nostalgia is under attack by the world order. The world order is attack. 
You are under threat, and your being will only be set free from the 
sickening paralysis of threat if it merges with this order. If it merges 
with attack. Attack is not an unpredictable thing. It is calm, and easy, 
and safe. Become attack. Only in destroying will you be free from 
the fear of destruction. Make every moment of who you are into this 
moment of destruction. It is not impossible. It is a career path. I can 
help you.”

Then he realizes the dim hexagonal outline of a scale is visible on his 
chin. He reaches for the makeup.

The recruiter’s list contains many names. To prepare for work, there are 
many he will read. One of the names is what he called me. When I was 
me back then. It says “A. Morton.” It says:

A. Morton. Female, gifted according to standardized tests, but asocial. 
Vandalizes random surfaces with thick Sharpie-drawn diagonal lines. 
Goals uncertain. Possible absolute if brief transformation into violence. 
Father wealthy but vocal pacifist in meetings.

“We will watch A. Morton,” the recruiter says to himself, anticipating 
an elaboration. He can take his time. He is looking at Humvees  
and dust.

Behind him, past the glass, in the hallway, among many swarming 
others, is Ashley Morton. Ashley is ahead of her time. What the 
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American-eyed recruiter calls diagonal vandal lines is really an advanced 
system for combating visual malignancies. What Ashley calls it in those 
days is this:

“My war against evil shapes, if you must know,” she explains to Alex 
Borowski, who is the tallest head around, with the wealthiest teeth.

“I could really not care less,” says Alex, who has already overcome the 
surprise of being spoken to by Ashley’s swollen bright-red face. His 
parents’ house is worth fifteen million. He has trouble paying attention 
to other things.

“But all the better,” presses Ashley, as in those days she persists with a 
naïve absence of priority. “The sloth of subunderstanding can at least 
be a receptive thing. I am killing non-carbon-based life.”

Alex looks at her, then past her, misty-eyed, at the birthday party he 
had at his fifteen-million-dollar house that summer. “Were you at my 
party?” he asks, mildly interested, mildly confused.

“It’s perception-based life,” says Ashley, “its growth is our warpage into 
lesser beings. Look there, at the hair.” She points with a Sharpie clutched 
in her bright-red hand at the recruiter’s iron-gray hair reflected in the 
glass from behind the glass. “Doubly unreal, but it makes an edge.”

Alex grins and nods as he looks at her and relives the admiration of 
his friends when they saw his house and his luxurious blue-and-yellow 
birthday pavilion, erected just for him on the big lawn. His hand 
moves toward his crotch.

“It intersects with the side of the window. This is all newly formed,” 
Ashley goes on, pointing with her Sharpie, “And see, it ends at 
the heads, the heads of us all, like it is feeding. There goes Ian, he 
becomes part of it, see. We participate, we are fed on, and we become  
its mouth. Ian!”
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Ashley stares at Ian Lane. Alex nods, counting with his eyes a faraway 
procession of adorers lined up on green grass. Ashley’s face contorts. 

“Move!” She hisses, charging at Ian, who recoils in absolute fear, as her 
puffy red spastic hand, brandishing the Sharpie swipes past him across 
the glass of the recruiter’s window. Alex shakes his head. The recruiter’s 
hair doesn’t notice. The recruiter doesn’t notice. He is looking at 
Humvees and dust. 

Ashley turns to Ian. “Don’t be a tooth of something else!” she yelps, 
then burrows into the swarming others and is gone. 

Later Mrs. Gale will find Ashley’s black line. She will consult her  
Red Flag list. Then she will patrol between classrooms and interview 
the males in low-level algebra who live in the trailer park as suspects 
of vandalism. 

No Sharpie will be as good as the one Ashley had back then. I can’t find 
any good Sharpies now. Everything now washes off. 

As for Ian, who grips the weight in his backpack, and who will later be 
destroyed by the meaning of that weight, he calms himself and walks 
away. Ashley’s eyes remind him of the panic of the setting sun, orange 
to purple, like the Clam Boy’s eyes, which remind him of the cafeteria, 
and the scenario played out in class, in his mother’s car, in places where 
he doesn’t want to be, where he is bored and sad, where the shooter 
comes to New New Holt High School, just like Columbine or Virginia 
Tech, but Ian sees him first, and reaches into his backpack, and makes 
it light. Ashley doesn’t notice then, but from my vantage I can see, as 
Ian calms himself with the triumph of his scenario, and the thought 
of everyone being defended, a distortion forming on the beige wall, 
a flickering line, like a shadow, the type barely made by sun coming 
through wrinkled water, a single edge, of something new. It hovers just 
behind his neck. It follows him all the way to class.
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Whale Spout
Janet Self
Monoprint using water-based ink  
and created at Noyo Printworks, Fort Bragg
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The phone rings and a cop tells me he glimpsed the god of death 
at the wheel of a stolen sedan, a drunken lurch 

that has you living at the morgue and me picking out  
what you’ll wear to the afterlife—your closets bursting 

with choices you’ll never make again. Sirens coming  
closer and for a moment I’m not in your tiny house 

but standing at the glass of the operating theater,  
watching the surgeon’s hands wield a saw, cut you to the bones 

to find out exactly what killed you. I wonder if he’ll  
notice the promise I left in place of your heart—I took 

that from you a year ago, when we visited a gold dome,  
its concrete oculus weeping rain onto a marbled 

floor on a day like today; and you turned to me  
and said, let’s come back here every year until we’re too old 

to steal cars and pick wallets, hitch rides and siphon the night— 
until the last thing we’ll fight about is who’ll die first.

DISSECTION
Devi S. Laskar

— First Prize: Poetry —
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“The light in me sees the light in you.”

I’m stargazing for the god to watch  
over my runaway who’s maybe  
stooping on 59th—he’s going 

to Juvy for sure next time the cops  
catch him with spray cans outside the train 

station; a god to put my cousin  
with Elvira hair in the cocktail  
slip and spike red heels into a taxi 

when the college boys start to get rowdy  
at the Rose & Crown; a god to arrive 

with guard dogs and sabers to protect  
me from myself the next time I even think  
of holding another séance 

or holding up a convenience store  
for a quick fix; a god to hurl lightning

WHAT NAMASTE REALLY MEANS
Devi S. Laskar

— First Prize: Poetry —
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at the postman the next time he steals 
my half-dead brother’s disability  
check; a god granting sweet-drip morphine 

afterlife to my auntie being  
eaten by throat cancer; a god who 

can forgive the former Mrs.  
Choudhury’s failures as a mother  
when she worshipped rectified martinis 

and forgot to turn off the stove, scorched 
our lives to the bones. The light in me 

flickers every time I stare up  
at those deadbeat stars. One day soon,  
they’ll burn out before I will.
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Lori Ostlund on “Crossing Off” by Brenna Silbory: “Crossing Off” 
asks readers to consider whether we are truly living the lives we have 
chosen, or whether we are allowing our lives to be determined for 
us. The writer skillfully uses the device of “The List” to develop an 
intriguing, character-driven narrative that offers social commentary  
à la Kurt Vonnegut.

Laura Atkins on Jonah’s Crossing by A.E. Conran: This entry provides 
the freshest and most original writing, voice, and story content. 
I appreciate ambitious writing, and the character comes through. 
There’s atmosphere and an engaging narrative here. This jumps off 
the page more than any of the other entries.

Andy Ross on I Never Said No by Mary Beth O’Connor: The author 
brought the scene alive, particularly her honest feelings about the 
possibility of being raped and murdered. I was particularly impressed 
by the way she portrayed the rapists, not as comic book monsters, but 
as young boys with twisted and complicated feelings.

Jessica Piazza on “Dissection” and “What Namaste Really Means” 
by Devi S. Laskar: These poems deftly take the hard, gritty matter of 
real life—from juvenile delinquency to cancer to drunk drivers—and 
shape it into emotional work that punches readers in the gut even 
while questioning the universe they inhabit. 

JUDGES’ COMMENTS
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Susan Bono on “Lost in Translation” by Terri Nicholson: The miracle 
of communication comes alive as the narrator recounts her struggle 
to understand and be understood by her Chinese-speaking Buddhist 
Master. I especially admired how the writer captured the voice and 
sense of humor of her teacher—quite a feat—even when the joke was 
on her. 

Les Standiford on The Moon Ran After Her by Jan. M. Flynn:   
A richly drawn excerpt that evokes the horror of the early 20th 
Century Armenian genocide in Turkey with clarity and compassion. 
For a chapter taken from mid-stream to so effectively convey such a 
clear sense of the whole is remarkable indeed.
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Jane Armbruster grew up in rural southeast Iowa and now lives in 
Oakland, California. The first in her family to attend college, Jane 
graduated from the University of Iowa, and has worked as a secretary, 
a schoolteacher, an urban planner, and a community organizer and 
fundraiser. She was middle-aged when she decided to pursue her 
passion for creative writing. Jane also loves music and visual art, 
gardening, cooking, yoga, and hiking.

Laura Burke was born and raised in San Francisco, California, 
then wandered the globe for thirty-three years, living overseas 
in Switzerland, Italy, Vietnam, and Thailand. She has been an 
entrepreneur in filmmaking, import/export, interior and landscape 
design. She wrote, produced, and directed Xin Chao, a live theatre 
opera telling the myths and legends of Vietnam. Laura has a daughter, 
two cats, and currently resides…all over the world.

When A. E. Conran (Amanda) isn’t writing children’s books or 
freelance editing, she’s a children’s book specialist, school bookfair 
booktalker, and children’s book club facilitator at Book Passage, 
Corte Madera, CA. Her award-winning middle grade novel,  
The Lost Celt, was published by Goosebottom Books in 2016.  
She also earned a Friends of MCWC scholarship this year. Originally 
from Leicestershire, England, Amanda now lives in the Bay Area 
with her husband, son, and daughter. Her agent is Sarah Davies at 
Greenhouse Literary Agency.  

AUTHOR BIOS
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Anne Da Vigo is a journalist and public relations professional. In 
a varied news career at papers throughout California, she covered 
politics, crime news, and courts. The University of Pacific’s Creative 
Writing at Pacific conference recently honored her with the Jameson 
Book Award for her unpublished novel, Bakersfield Boys Club. She 
has been a featured writer at Stories on Stage Sacramento. Her 
short stories have appeared in Literary Mama, Penduline Press, and  
The Capra Review. 

Frieda Feen lives on the Mendocino Coast and is currently working 
on her book, In the Family Way, a collection of very short stories. She 
is a member of the Writers of the Mendocino Coast, studies creative 
writing, book design, and homeopathy. She received a Writers of the 
Mendocino Coast Scholarship for this year’s conference. 

Karin Fitzgerald and her husband moved from Oregon to Alaska 
with their infant son in 1952. They eventually ended up in 
Anchorage, a town of 32,000, where they raised four children. By 
the time Karin and her husband moved to Santa Rosa, California, in 
2009, Anchorage was the largest city in Alaska, with a population of 
310,000. Karin believes that family is very important, but living in 
Alaska played a significant role in the person she became. 

Jan M. Flynn’s short stories appear in Midnight Circus and  
The Binnacle and the anthologies Into the Woods, What Went Wrong, 
and Napa Valley Writers. Her short stories have won First Place and 
Honorable Mention in Writer’s Digest’s national competitions. Her 
debut novel, The Moon Ran After Her, is based on women in her family 
who survived the Armenian Genocide. She blogs at JanMFlynn.net. 
Corpse Pose, her collection of dark tales, will be released in 2017. 
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Hunter Gagnon grew up in southern Maine. In a frantic grasp for 
meaning, he fled to Washington, where he graduated with a Bachelor’s 
in Philosophy in 2011. After years serving with AmeriCorps, he now 
lives in Fort Bragg where he diligently pursues the contortions of 
fiction writing. His work has appeared nowhere.

Nancy Smith Harris lives in San Rafael, California. Her work has 
appeared in the San Francisco Chronicle, The Sun, By-Line Magazine, 
Inscriptions, and SageWoman. “Jury Duty,” her most recent short story, 
will appear in Persimmon Tree this year.

Devi S. Laskar is a native of Chapel Hill, NC. She holds an MFA 
from Columbia University in New York. She is a former journalist and 
now a photographer. Her most recent photograph is featured on the 
cover of The Florida Review. Her poems have appeared in numerous 
journals including The Raleigh Review, which nominated her for  
Best New Poets 2016. She now lives in California.

Barbara Link, California author and poet, has had three stories aired 
on KVPR, a National Public Radio Affiliate. Her poetry and fiction 
have appeared in numerous literary magazines and small presses. She 
also received the Bazzanella Prize for fiction. Her memoir, Blue Shy, 
was awarded first prize in the Sacramento Friends of the Library First 
Chapter contest. She co-authored Coffee and Ink, a handbook for 
writing groups, and was a past editor of Sacramento Poetry Center’s 
Poetry Now. She taught for California Poets in the Schools for over 
fourteen years. 

Terri Nicholson wrote her first story, a science fiction piece about 
Martians, in fourth grade. Unfortunately, her teacher was more 
interested in fine penmanship than an engaging plot. Eventually, her 



144

interests in writing and the teaching profession came together. She’s 
spent most of her career sharing her love of literature and joy in the art 
of writing with young people, and has been a practicing Buddhist and 
a disciple of Venerable Master Hua since 1973. She is the recipient of 
a 2016 Ginny Rorby Award for Y/A Literature of Social Significance. 

Mary Beth O’Connor is currently writing her memoir. This 
piece won First Place in Book Length Nonfiction Memoir at the  
2016 Mendocino Writers Conference. She also won Honorable  
Mention in the Literary Arts Competition at the San Mateo County 
Fair, Lifestyle Memoir category. Her work is published in the  
2016 Carry the Light anthology. 

Brenna Silbory used to wear suits while expressing her opinions. Now 
she wears her Little Red Writing Hood and peculiar spectacles. She’s 
addicted to wilderness, jazz, underdogs, book smell, and, according 
to her migraine brain, frequent solitude and sensory deprivation. 
Her love for furry rascals extends to her mate and his minions. She 
hopes freedom of speech and the republic survive the next four years. 
Climate change scares her. Hugs are advised.

Carole Stivers is a biochemist by day, writer by night who lives in 
Palo Alto. She enjoys writing 100-word stories, full-length novels, 
and everything in between. Her short story, “Faith,” appeared in the 
March 2016 Wordrunner eChapbook, Devices: Fiction, Nonfiction 
and Poetry Anthology. She is currently at work on her first novel, a 
science fiction work.  
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Valerie Stoller writes short literary fiction and occasional personal 
essays. Her work has won several awards in local literary contests. 
Some of her stories and essays have been published in the anthology 
Carry the Light. She is a nurse practitioner-turned-writer and lives in 
Oakland, California.

Joycelyn Trigg lives in Mendocino, on permanent vacation after 
finishing a career in publishing and communications that took 
her from her native Mississippi to the University of Georgia. She 
earned an MFA from the Rainier Writing Workshop and holds an  
M.A. from the University of Southern Mississippi. Recent and 
forthcoming publications include poetry in Calyx, Minerva Rising, 
and Persephone’s Daughters. She received the 2016 Carmen Gabriela 
Etcheberry-Freund Fellowship at MCWC. 

Mike Winn, after a long career in the world of urban planning and 
land development, began writing historical fiction and essays in 2014. 
He recently moved from Sacramento to Fort Bragg, where he finds 
inspiration from the sea, the maritime weather, and good friends. 

Natasha Yim is a children’s author and freelance writer. She has 
published four picture books: Otto’s Rainy Day (Charlesbridge 
Publishing, 2000); Cixi, The Dragon Empress (Goosebottom Books, 
2011); Sacajawea of the Shoshone (Goosebottom Books, 2012), and 
Goldy Luck and the Three Pandas (Charlesbridge Publishing, 2014). 
Her upcoming picture book, The Rock Maiden, will be released 
by Wisdom Tales Press in 2017. She has written for the children’s 
magazines Highlights for Children, Faces, and Appleseeds.
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Every summer since 1989, the Mendocino Coast Writers’ Conference 
has created a community of writers on the beautiful Mendocino Coast. 
The guidance of established writers, editors, agents, and publishers 
encourages participants to develop their craft, their connection to 
others writers, and to the world of publishing. Over the years, faculty 
has included James Houston, Camille Dungy, Gerald Haslam, Alison 
Luterman, Ellen Sussman, Judith Barrington, John Dufresne, Kim 
Addonizio. Steve Almond, Jody Gehrman, Robin Hemley, Elizabeth 
Rosner, Natalie Serber, Peter Orner, Malin Alegria, Josh Weil, Joshua 
McKinney, Carolyn Cooke, Lewis Buzbee, Kathleen Alcala, Victoria 
Zackheim, John Lescroart, Lynne Barrett, Valerie Miner, Jean 
Hegland, Ellen Bass, David Ulin, Gennifer Choldenko, Ben Percy, 
Luis J. Rodriguez, Sharman Apt Russell, Susan Wooldridge, Carole 
Weatherford, and many more. 

The presenters for the August 4-6 2016 conference were: Les 
Standiford, Jessica Piazza, Reyna Grande, Lori Ostlund, Jordan 
Rosenfeld, James W. Hall, Laura Atkins, Lisa Abellera, Shirin Yim 
Bridges, Hi-Dong Chai, Grant Faulkner, Emily Lloyd-Jones, Heather 
Mackey, Marian Palaia, and Brooke Warner. 

Board Members of the twenty-seventh conference were: Nona Smith, 
Ginny Rorby, Kate Erickson, Barbara Lee, Henri Bensussen, Susan 
Bono, Susan Lundgren, Amie McGee, and Virginia Reed. The 
director was Karen Lewis. 

ABOUT MCWC






