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Letter from the Editor



Dear Reader,

 Really, it’s a question of priorities. I know all of us are busy. And I won’t pre-
tend as if those few leisure hours we manage to wrest each day from the phone-ringing, 
email-swooshing, second-cousin’s-birthday-party-text-buzzing, always and everywhere facts 
of responsibility aren’t spent understandably on the couch, aren’t something next to sacred. 
To have a beer and pass out in front of the TV is a Nothing of refuge amidst the insufferable 
Everything that so often feels like life. Of course, the beer and the TV is a balm for the over-
worked so cliché that its mere identification here is a cliché. The real trap comes after: for 
to criticize these choices–to offer something like literature in their place–is even more of a 
hackneyed, eye-roll-inducing camp counselor-ism than it is to identify them. But you simply 
can’t publish a literary journal without doing so anyway.
 By reading this issue, you have chosen to give us at The Alcalá Review some of that 
next to sacred personal time. This is no small sacrifice, and we refuse to treat it as if it were. 
Literary types tend to get cute about the power of stories and the pleasures of the written 
word (hence the above anxiety re: clichés), and they do so with good reasons and for good 
causes. But with language like that it’s easy to feel like you’re missing something, because 
it ignores that reading is not always fun, and is certainly not as easy as a Coors Light and a 
Netflix subscription. Not everything you read will Speak To You or Inspire You or Change 
Your Life, because these things do not happen very often. But that you, Reader, choose to 
read anyway is a choice whose nobility rivals that of faith or love. I really mean that. 
 We at The Alcalá Review insist upon the stakes that surround literary publishing. 
The highest, of course, are the readers–we hope you like it. But there are also the stakes of 
print literature as an object, as an artifact, as something that you carry into different apart-
ments and across state lines to sit there on your shelf, or lie on your coffee table.  It is–at the 
risk of sounding melodramatic–a handheld monument to engagement and creativity, chosen 
over the innumerable other ways in which you can spend your time. I thank you for choosing 
The Alcalá Review, Vol. 5, Iss. 1  to carry.
 In these pages just some of what you’ll find are the 2019 winners of the Lindsay J. 
Cropper Creative Writing Contest, the talented photography and artwork of Annie Seaberg, 
a diversity of voices which comprise that startling and familiar sample of humanity only pos-
sible in a literary review, and–it should go without saying–something to do when nothing’s 
on TV.

Thank you for reading,

Thomas Dolan
Editor-in-Chief
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 The statue had been there for as long as it could remember. It had always been 
surrounded by roses. It could not smell them, it could not feel them, but it could always see 
them. Its large marble figure stood at the center of a circular garden. The statue wished it 
could move freely. Vibrant roses of pink and white were just beginning to open their tightly 
closed buds, and it longed to be just a few steps closer to them. But it would always be kept 
away, equidistant from all the delicate bushes encompassing it. The only thing that com-
forted the statue was that the roses were just as immobile, their roots cemented them to the 
ground, very much like the statue’s own pedestal. They could not leave either. 
 The statue often wondered if the roses wished to be closer as well. It wondered if 
those very roots that kept those soft petals grounded were reaching for the middle, silently 
underground, cautiously making their way towards its smooth, cement-like base. That would 
be their only hope of touching, if the flowers chose to grow closer to the statue. 
The flowers were a lot like people in that way. Hundreds of people would flock to the flowers 
every day, and the statue would observe them. It figured that whoever came together to a 
rose garden had chosen to grow close to one another. Its eyes picked out the details in how 
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people walked, who they came with, and the sparkle in their eyes when they spotted the 
roses. 
 They could be fickle at times—the people, not the roses. Young couples would 
stroll about with eyes only for each other.  Some would come back year after year, and others 
would come back with new partners. Some were forced to come back by themselves. The 
statue hated to see people alone in a garden like this. It was a sight that you would want to 
share with someone. You only came here alone when you were truly alone. 
 The statue had learned this over many years. It could hear nearly every word 
spoken in this sparkling garden world. It could see and hear that people were living out their 
lives outside this place, many sad and desperate, many more simply happy. The statue had 
several benches around it, where it welcomed these people to sit and talk about these sad, 
happy lives.   
 Before the statue had much more time to ponder, people started to arrive for the 
day, milling about as they do when graced with such lovely weather. The statue was grateful 
for the company. If it started to think too much, it could become quite sad. 
 A group of three women caught its eye. They came bustling in, not nearly as re-
laxed or happy as the other visitors. The one sobbing looked so much younger than the other 
two, who had to drag her by the wrists. She broke away from them in frustration and made a 
dash for the bench directly in front of the statue. Just before she sat down, she gazed up at 
the statue with large, watering eyes. Her lips trembled. The statue stared calmly back, lips 
steadfast as stone. It was ready to listen, but when the girl opened her mouth to speak, she 
collapsed on the bench in tears. 
 The statue was dismayed by this. It knew that people could usually cheer them-
selves up by talking through their troubles,  but this girl wasn’t talking. Instead, her salty 
cries seemed endless. 
 The statue turned its attention toward the weeping girl’s companions, the ones 
who had apparently brought her here. They bickered back and forth with each other, all 
while they pretended to appreciate the rose bushes. 
 “I think she needs some space,” one stated.
 “But we can’t just leave her like that!” the other protested, fiddling with the hem of 
her sleeve nervously. 
 “Let her be, June,” the calm woman sighed. And the conversation ended.
June. That’s an interesting name, the statue thought. It continued to look at her, watching 
her bubble with anxious ticks as she forced herself to smell a rose.
 It was Aunt June’s idea to visit the rose garden. She felt it absolutely necessary, 
considering the events of the past few days, that they reach out their shaking hands and drag 
their aching bodies away from monotonous routines and dusty apartments. The dry, desolate 
wallpapers depicting faded lilies and bluebells could not hold a candle to the true marvels of 
nature. Besides, roses were best for these kinds of situations. 
 She stooped in front of a bush speckled with dazzling buds of pink petals, still 
moist with pearled dew drops from the bitterly cold morning. She knew that these were 
precious gifts, sigils of hope and tenderness that the earth had been blessed with so long 
ago by something she could not reach, something she could not explain. As her nose caught 
that unmistakable scent, she thought to herself that there was nothing to compare to these 
exquisite blossoms. She could not doubt a world that bore such sweetness. This would pass. 
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A world that bloomed roses would surely let this pass. 
 Aunt June took a deep breath, and the alluring scent seemed to expand in her 
greedy nostrils, filling her chest with the relief she so desperately needed. Sadly, she soon 
realized that even though her nose was rather keen, her ears were as well. They amplified the 
soft sniffling coming from behind her. And the tender muscle of her heart squeezed pain-
fully, for she knew who it was coming from. She did not turn around. To see that cheerful 
face crumbled in unusual agony, tears streaming with abandon, would break her to pieces. 
To hear the sobs was enough. Instead, she turned to her sister, July, and watched her. June 
recognized that her sister was the one who had the courage, not her, to look upon the ruins 
of lost cities. Lost dreams. Lost girls. 
 “July?” June nudged her sister, disliking the silence between them. The woman 
refused to grace her with a spoken reply. Only a curt nod was given as she twisted her body 
towards the sounds of despair. 
July. The statue memorized the name quickly as it turned its gaze to the other woman, who 
now only had eyes for the sobbing girl on the bench.
 Of course, July had to face her daughter. Had to see her wallow in the pain that she 
could not save her from. Indeed, that was her duty. There was no escaping it. The curse of 
the mother, July thought. As she watched her weeping daughter, who lay haphazardly on 
the wooden bench in front of the great stone statue and tried to hide her hideous tears from 
onlookers, July could not help but remember all the advice she had given, all the life experi-
ence she poured into her young, deaf ears. This could have been prevented. This was trivial 
and foreseeable. And yet her daughter could not think with her mind. Not when her heart 
was so swollen, full of overbearing spirits. July had once known these spirits well, the ones 
that filled hollow bodies full of whimsical fantasies. Then, the life she had come to know had 
thrashed her about so viciously that she could no longer sustain these happy phantoms. She 
passed them along to her daughter as she passed through her womb. 
 July knew that it hurt—she truly did—but her heart had scabbed over ages ago. That 
pain was so far away now. There was no reason to let it hurt once more. There were tools 
to fix this. There were ways to deal with the discomfort. Certainly, there were many ways to 
mend the damage done. All her daughter needed was the right words, the right encourage-
ment. It was not nearly as bad as all this, not a true cause for such a ruckus. It was just a man.
Brushing the crease of her pant leg, July made a few pointed steps towards her child, and 
thought of several things to say. She could start with, “He was not what you needed. Some-
one else will be just perfect for you!” Or possibly something to distract from the problem, 
such as, “Maybe we can go shopping later? New clothes make the woman.” Endless options 
pushed against her forehead, and the pressure made her steps falter. The more she looked 
at her daughter’s anguished expression, the more she realized there was nothing she could 
say. At least not now. Words were powerful things, but not that powerful. She had tried a 
few kind sentences hours earlier, and all she received were screams of indignant hormones. 
They echoed in her head. You don’t understand! You never could! July could feel her chest 
heave, her fingers curling in on themselves. This could wait. Her advice could wait. It never 
seemed to be heeded anyways. Children seemed to learn just fine on their own. Her daugh-
ter was no different. 
 “April!” She hollered to the girl, “We will be by the fountain when you want to 
talk.”
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 July then nodded to June. And off they went, leaving the weeping creature practi-
cally alone in the garden. Or so it seemed. The statue still watched, shifting its gaze back to 
the girl they called April. 
 April’s tears seemed to flow more freely as she watched her guardians retreat. 
Thank God, she thought, yet she knew she was not as relieved as she wanted to be. She 
secretly wanted her mother to come back, just to listen to her wails. The constant pounding 
against April’s breastbone made it hard to breathe, and she just needed someone to hold her 
hand. Her mother could never do something so simple. 
 Healing was a long way off, now that her best source of comfort had gone, and her 
body reacted accordingly. Tremors racked her arms and legs, making it impossible to try 
and stand. Her face was hot, burning under salty trails of leaking sorrow. It felt like all her 
innards were bottoming out from under her, squirming and frantic as they were squeezed by 
pitiful cries. With her body in distressed shambles, April let the pain talk to her. It whispered 
and seethed, grumbling at an octave only she could hear. You filthy, selfish bitch. You have 
destroyed that man. 
 She nodded her head to no one and let the shadow of her mind speak freely. It was 
not wrong. Afterall, it was her decision. They would call it mutual—yes, it had been more 
mutual than others could say—but the fate of their relationship seemed to depend on her 
judgement. He was simply a ghost, lingering over her prickling skin until she said she had 
had enough. When she said it was over, he agreed without a second thought. That was how 
it always went. She charged, and he submitted. She snarled, and he got bit. She pushed him, 
and he stayed where he fell. How could that be considered mutual? 
 She rubbed her nose with the back of her hand, letting slime-like mucus run down 
and dissolve into her skin, and continued to spiral. The prelude to their relationship was 
laced with self-loathing and doubt. He suspected she would leave him for someone better. 
That this would end just like any other adolescent romance, fast and angry. Maybe that was 
why she stayed. Maybe it was all just to prove him wrong. Maybe she was just like her moth-
er, wanting to fix things that were broken.  
 Delayed as it was, his prophecy still came true. It took years to come to fruition. In 
the end, they said they had grown because of this love. Indeed, it helped her grow alright. 
Her teeth sank into the vulnerable flesh of those that touched her. Her claws tore through 
the minds of those who trusted her. Her roar ripped through the hearts of those that loved 
her. She had grown into the monster he had created as a youth, the stone-beaked siren who 
would leave him for dead on sparkling sands of isolation. 
 Do you think it would be any different with the other? The monster within you will 
leave him too. The pain had returned, hissing at the back of April’s neck. A chill slithered up 
her quivering spine at those words. The other. The one with a sweet smile and stupidly kind 
words. He was a lot like him, like her old love used to be. And this thought made her miss 
her now “good friend” even more. Her guilt was split between the two men, each of them 
laying claim to exactly one half of her heart. Suddenly, she realized that the literary trope she 
hated most had weaseled its way into her reality. Love triangles were no longer concepts of 
fiction.
 Again, her thoughts tormented her from behind, ready to sever the nervous system 
that lay along her spine with sharp, penetrating words. What a hussy you are. Daring to love 
two men at once. April turned around to confront the unwelcome intrusion and ended up 
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gazing into the eyes of the stone statue above her. It bore beautiful wings, like a guardian 
angel, holding a basket full of white marble roses. April thought it fitting. It was right for a 
demon to sit beneath an angel.
 The statue looked back at her, wishing with all its might that it could move in that 
moment. It wanted to gift her its basket of roses, to fold the poor thing under its wings and 
shelter her from wandering eyes. It wanted to do something. If it could just touch her, maybe 
it would feel the depth of her passion. But that was not a choice it could make. April would 
have to make the first move. The girl’s eyes started to water again, and the statue desired to 
say her name. To say that it would be all right. It had never tried to speak before. It didn’t 
know if it could. And how would it introduce itself to her if it couldn’t remember its own 
name? The nameplate on its pedestal had been worn away long ago by the elements. People 
passing by just called it what they wanted. Not that it bothered the statue, not at all. But 
sometimes it wondered if its real name was the key to breaking the spell. If someone spoke 
it out loud, out of the blue, would it be able to move? Would it be able to speak? The statue 
longed to know, but for now it could only wonder. 
 The girl suddenly reached for the statue, as if she might take its hand. She ended up 
collapsing into tears at its feet instead. If only the statue could speak the girl’s name, it knew 
it could tell her the secret to hardening one’s heart, and in turn discover how to soften its 
own.

 

Luree Scott is an undergraduate student studying English and Theatre Arts at the University 
of San Diego. She is currently in her senior year and is looking forward to a creative future. 
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“the sun’s view of a cactus” by A
nnie Seaberg



Raft1

 by Leilee Ghassemi
Cropper Winner

 The first thing Ava learned about him was that he was short. She couldn’t tell from 
the pictures, but her mom’s friend’s sister’s daughter said she didn’t want them to be sur-
prised when they met him, so she told them up front. Ava didn’t think his height mattered, 
but once she knew, she couldn’t stop thinking about it. She didn’t find him attractive, but he 
wasn’t unattractive either. Her mom said, “He could do.”
 Maybe he could do, Ava thought. Maybe he would. Or at least that was what she 
repeated to herself, over and over, as she scrolled through her own pictures, looking for one 
that was modest and beautiful enough for her mom’s friend’s sister’s daughter to send to 
him. 
 She found a picture where she was dressed in an all-purple work out suit, her black 
cap, and her long dark curls down her back. She had one leg bent over the other and her 
hand was tipping the cap downwards. She scrolled past it— the guy would probably take back 
his proposal if he saw that. The thought made her smile. 
 She settled on a picture of herself with her mom. Her mom was much shorter than 
her, so in the picture it looked like Ava was six feet tall. She sent it.
 Once it was sent, her mom went to the other room to call her sisters. Ava knew that 
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the whole family would find out in the next few minutes. She leaned back into the sofa, went 
back to the movie she was watching, and within seconds she had forgotten all about the short 
boy who wanted to marry her without meeting her. 

* * *

 Elana was sprawled on Ava’s Persian rug, whining that Ava’s room was too hot. 
 “I’ll turn on the AC then,” Ava said, her voice muffled from inside her walk-in 
closet. 
 “Then it’ll immediately be too cold. Your system sucks.” 
 Ava stepped outside her closet, dressed in a satin black dress. Elana looked over 
at her then propped herself up against her elbows to get a better look, “When I met you, I 
never would have guessed that you owned a sexy dress like that.” 
 Ava shrugged. She turned on the AC, then sat behind her makeup table. 
 Elana fidgeted and brought up both hands, her elbows facing Ava. “Look at this,” 
Elena said. Ava glanced at the red spots on her best friend’s arms. “It’s the same shit at my 
place. I can never just lay down on the floor because these rugs are just so uncomfortable.” 
 Ava laughed. “You can lie down in our living room.” 
 “I know.” She paused. “You know, I bet you guys are like the only Persian family 
in Iran who only has one of these rugs.”
 “That sounds like an exaggeration. Sam’s family doesn’t.” 
 Elana flashed a guilty smile; “Did I tell you he called?” She sat upright and leaned 
back on her hands. The air conditioner started to hum. As Elana talked about her on-and-off 
boyfriend, Ava couldn’t help but grow frustrated with how many chances Elana had given 
him. 
 As if reading her mind, she said, “I know I should just end it with him and move 
on, but I can’t help it.” She gave Ava a sheepish smile. That was Ava’s cue to recite her usual 
speech: how Elana was so much better than Sam, how she didn’t need to stay hung up on 
him, how she could choose literally anyone else—she stopped there. “You can choose anyone 
you like. Do you get that?”
 Something in her voice must have changed because Elana stared at her, silent. Ava 
shook her head. “I just want you to understand that.” 
 Elana nodded thoughtfully. Ava slipped out of the dress and back into sweatpants. 
She dumped it on the throw out pile. She wondered if she could throw herself out that easily 
as well.
 “Why are you giving that dress away? It fits you so well.”
 “I would never wear it.” 
 Elana looked like she wanted to say something, but instead got up to turn off the 
AC. Afterwards, she lay back down on the ground. Ava thought about telling Elana every-
thing. She could mention him and what was going to happen that night and—
 “Ava?” The door opened and Ava’s mom walked in. As Elana scrambled to stand 
up, her mother said, “Oh. Elana. I didn’t know you were here.” 
 “Hi, Sara—” Elana said, clasping her hands together. “I’m sorry, Ava didn’t tell me 
you were home or I would’ve come upstairs to say hello.” 
 “It’s fine, dear.” Sara was no longer looking at her. “Ava? Are you going to say any-
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thing?” Ava finally looked away from her mirror and noticed her mom’s elegant green gown. 
She smiled. “Wow, you look beautiful.” 
 She hated the dress. Elana’s eyes darted between the two of them. Sara started, 
“Did you tell Elana about—” 
 “Mom, I’m done with my box of clothes.”
 Sara glanced over at the box, then at Elana. She gave the two of them a tight smile, 
told Ava to take the box downstairs, then left. Elana walked across the room to turn on the 
AC. 

* * *

 Ava carried the box downstairs to the living room. Sara had rearranged the new 
sofas to form a semicircle that faced the dining room. They were shades of green, lined with 
gold, and had Victorian legs and armrests. They matched the grandiose style of the house, 
but they were uncomfortable. Ava sometimes wished they put comfort over aesthetic. 
 Her uncle Cyrus was leaning against the piano in the corner of the room. He wore 
a a long white shirt that was buttoned almost up to his chin. He looked up and grinned when 
she walked in. “You won’t need to carry stuff like that once you’re a bride.” 
 Ava smiled tightly as she put the box down onto the floor. Cyrus walked over to 
her. He touched the tip of her hair and looped a curl around his finger. “It’s a good thing you 
grew your hair out. A woman has to have long hair, especially a bride-to-be.” 
 Ava gulped, teeth clenched. The corner of Cyrus’s lip twitched with a smirk. “I 
didn’t mean to offend you.” 
 Looking at the scar on his jawline, Ava said, “I don’t think brides need to have long 
hair. I liked my hair short.” 
 “Not even married yet and already talking back, I see.” He let go of the curl. 
“You’re really not like your mother. You should’ve seen Sara on the day your dad’s parents 
were coming over to introduce the two of them to each other. She prepped the entire house 
and she was dressed hours before they got there. I mean, granted, I made her do it.” He 
laughed. “The point is she listened. But you—” he glanced at Ava from head to toe, sneering. 
“You girls these days never actually turn into women.” 
 Ava tried to laugh, but it felt imprisoned in her throat. Cyrus grinned at her and 
patted her on the shoulder. As he turned around, Ava kicked the box in front of him. He 
tripped on it, knocking it over. Suppressing a chuckle, Ava scrambled to stuff the clothes 
back into the box. She could feel Cyrus’ gaze on her, but when she looked up at him, he bus-
ied himself with picking up a sock. Ava spotted the satin black dress and pulled it out. “Good 
thing it fell over, I wouldn’t have known that this got in there,” she said, holding it up by the 
flimsy straps.  
 Cyrus quickly looked away from the dress and picked up Ava’s box. “That better 
not be what you’re wearing tonight.” 

* * *

 When Ava got back to her room, Elana was getting ready to leave. “Do you give 
boxes of your clothes away often?” she asked, putting on her coat as she glanced over at 
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Ava’s closet. Ava nodded. 
 “I didn’t know.” 
 “Well, you never come over.”
 “You never ask.”
 Ava stared at the dress in her hands. Elana started playing with the zipper of her 
jacket. 
 “I’m sorry, that’s not what I meant. I know it’s because of your family—” Elana 
stopped and sighed. “It’s just… we’ve been friends for twelve years and sometimes I feel like 
I don’t even know you.” 
 Ava started to say something, but Elana continued. “If I didn’t know any better,” 
she said, giving Ava a tight smile, “I’d say you’re hiding something. Maybe even yourself.” 
 Ava laughed, avoiding Elana’s gaze. 
 “Well, I gotta go, I know you guys have guests—” 
 “We don’t have guests, actually,” Ava said. “We’re hosting my future in-laws and 
I’m meeting my future husband.” 
 Elana stared at her for a moment, then laughed bitterly. “Haha, I get it.”
 “That’s my big dark secret, Elana, that’s why you feel like you don’t know me.” 
 “Fine, you’re hilarious, ” Elana said as she zipped up her coat. “Have fun meeting 
your in-laws.” She rolled her eyes, but grinned. As she was walking out, Ava spotted her 
headscarf, still inside the house, and called out to her. 
 “You got me distracted with all your nonsense.” Elana made a face at her, walking 
over to grab her scarf. “Almost got me arrested.” 
 “Maybe one day we won’t have to wear them.” 
 Elana shrugged. “I don’t know, they’re kinda cute.” She wrapped the red scarf 
around her head as she walked back to the door. “Alright, well—” She blew Ava a kiss. “Text 
me after you meet your husband or whatever.” 
 Laughing, Elana left. The second the door shut, Ava started to feel nauseous. She 
should have just told her. She should have just told her everything, from the beginning. Ela-
na would have understood. She would have found it insane, but she would have understood. 
She should have told Elana that while her and all their friends had posters of boy bands in 
their rooms, Ava had to read her teen magazines in the closet. She should have told her 
about all the puffy, tight and extravagant dresses she had to wear as a two year old, as a twelve 
year old and even now, at almost twenty years old. She should have just said that it wasn’t her 
aunt’s funeral that made her miss the trip she was going to take with her friends, it was the 
fact that her mother locked all the doors and hid her passport. 
 She thought of that day, the anger that was swallowing her whole and the way it 
disappeared when Sara had walked in, her hijab and coat on, and said, “Let’s go shopping.” 
 She seemed genuine about it. Ava stared at her, but she had that smile on her face: 
the one that made her husband fall in love with her, the one that made her children do every-
thing she wanted. Ava was defeated. She got up and they left. It was one of the best days they 
spent together. Ava almost forgot about missing the trip.
 “Ava? Are you ready?” It was Sara’s voice. Ava could hear the sound of her heels 
against the marble and seconds later the door flung open. Sara had changed into a red gown 
and had tied her blonde hair up into a bun. She let out a small shriek when she saw Ava 
sitting on her bed. 
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 “You’re not even dressed!” She started searching Ava’s closet. Ava had the sudden 
urge to lock the closet door on her, but she sat still. 
 Sara said, “Why don’t I change back into the green dress so you can wear this one? 
Would it be too short for you?” 
 Ava got up and hung the black dress on her door. 
 “Ava?” Sara stepped out of the closet. “I’m speaking to you.” Her eyes landed on 
the black dress and she started laughing, “Oh, dear, did you forget to give that away?” 
 Ava didn’t say anything. 
 Sara let out a sigh and walked over to her. She took Ava’s hand and tucked a strand 
of her hair behind her ear. Squeezing her hand, she asked, “Are you nervous?” 
 Ava didn’t respond. Sara smiled. “Oh, dear, you shouldn’t be nervous. They’re a 
wonderful family and I know they’ll like you. So will he. He’ll see what an amazing woman 
you are.” 
 Ava looked away from her. 
 “Sweetie,” Sara cooed, hugging Ava to herself. Ava fisted her hands by her sides. 
“I’ll change out of this and then you can wear it. I wore red when your father and his family 
came over to meet me for the first time.” When she pulled back, it looked like her grin was 
plastered onto her face. “Look how well it worked out for me.” 
 Ava realized that Sara was looking right through her, as if staring at nothing. She 
wondered if Sara was going to say anything more, but as Sara’s eyes refocused on her, she 
simply flashed her infamous smile and said, “I’ll leave you to get ready.” 

* * *

 Ava had been instructed, from days before, and through years of stories, that when 
the day came, she was to stay in her room until called on. It was the custom for the woman 
to enter the room, covered, but only after her dowry had been discussed. Then she must sit 
down and casually let the cover slip. He needed to see the beautiful dress, after all. 
 The black dress was backless. Ava had no idea how she had gotten away with buying 
it, but she was grateful. She remembered that it had been a couple sizes bigger when she first 
tried it on, but now it fit her curves perfectly and was short enough to make it impossible to 
sit down. Her yellow sneakers complimented it in just the right way. 
 Ava watched herself in the mirror. She pulled up her long hair into a high ponytail 
and as she grabbed the scissors, she heard the doorbell. The house erupted with the sound 
of greetings; unfamiliar voices blurred with her family’s. Cyrus’ voice was chillingly distinct 
to her, but it was the sound of her mom’s saccharine tone that made her cut her hair. 
 She watched the strands fall to the floor; the black in stark contrast to the colorful, 
coarse fibers of the rug. She untied her hair and her curls bounced upwards to her ear, fram-
ing her round face. She grinned. Her phone flashed with a response from Elana, who she had 
just texted to come pick her up. Elana had asked if she was okay and when Ava replied with “I 
need to escape my arranged marriage,” Elana had responded laughing, but promised to pick 
her up anyways. Ava’s heart raced at the thought of finally telling her everything. 
 Her chest tightened as she thought about the possibility of her family never speak-
ing to her again. She left her room and walked down the stairs, clutching the long trench 
coat and the hijab she needed for when she stepped out. As she did, she pictured Sara’s 
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disappointment and her stomach knotted. The sound of the chatter got louder and louder as 
she got to the bottom of the stairs until, finally, people started to notice her.  Cyrus’ gasp was 
the loudest. 
 The short boy was sitting there, closest to where Ava was standing. He had a suit on 
that looked at least one size too big for him, and thin, chapped lips. Ava looked over at him. 
The boy’s eyes, wild and bewildered, searched her curls for some sort of explanation. There 
was an awkwardness to him that tugged at Ava’s heart. She wondered if he was as blameless 
as she was. 
 The boy averted his gaze and Ava turned to look at Cyrus who alternated between 
glaring at Ava and at Sara, then uncomfortably looking at the boy’s family. Finally, Ava 
looked at Sara. Her mouth was agape, but her eyes looked sunken. Her shoulders slouched 
as Cyrus started to yell at her. 
 “What is the meaning of this?” Ava resisted the urge to go over to her. He contin-
ued.“What’s happening here?” 
 Cyrus started towards Ava, but Sara held him back. She wouldn’t look at Ava, but 
her knuckles turned white on her brother’s shoulder. He shrugged her off and turned on 
her. “She needs to go to her room now, Sara.”
 Ava didn’t know what to do. She kept looking around. Her heart was beating faster 
and faster. As her eyes fell on the sofa in front of the television, she thought back to how eas-
ily she had forgotten all of this when Sara had initially told her about it. She thought back to 
the movie they had watched together later that night, after Sara had made all the proper calls, 
and her throat tightened. She wanted to leave, but she couldn’t move. She glanced down at 
her yellow sneakers and remembered how much Sara hated them. She had bought them for 
Ava’s birthday anyways. 
 Someone honked outside.
 Ava looked back up. Sara was watching her, almost daring her to leave, but there 
was a pleading look in her eyes that Ava had never seen before. Ignoring the way Cyrus had 
started to frantically apologize to the boy’s family, Ava said, “I’m going out with Elana.” 
Looking only at Sara, she continued, “I’ll be back later?” 
 Something she’d always said as a statement was presented as a question she never 
wanted answered. They both knew that if Ava left, she couldn’t go back, but Ava waited 
for Sara’s response anyways. Sara turned away from her and drawing in a shaky breath, she 
shook her head. No.
 Ava’s heart collapsed.
 There was another honk. Sara’s pained expression changed to embarrassment as 
she walked over to join Cyrus in apologizing to the family. Ava became acutely aware of how 
no one was watching her anymore. With tears streaming down her face, she knew she had to 
get to the car before her legs gave out, so she did.
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The Bends
 by Hayden Witt
Cropper Runner-Up
 

 
 “Hey.” 
 “Shit. Hey.” 
 That’s what we’d say to each other. If I ever had the chance to see her again, I’d 
manage to wheeze out two words at best. Two seemingly pathetic words that would mean 
so much more than the values associated with the respective combinations of letters. Shit: 
shock, panic, disbelief—a brief poorly timed fit of syntactical amnesia, increased heart rate, 
fleeting recollections of time spent together, fear. Hey: façade of cool composure so as to 
not seem too excited, shaking hands, powerful need to overcompensate for inherent lack 
of something (possibly related to the Napoleon complex), distant sound of “High and Dry” 
playing in the uncharted recesses of my brain. 
 We hold our ground and search each other’s faces in a Western standoff. Moments 
pass until I stumble forward and give her a fraction of the hug I want to give her. She laughs 
and I become self-conscious. Why is she laughing? We sit down on a bench that must have 
been featured in a Woody Allen film in Central Park. I’m not used to the cold (it would 
almost certainly be Fall if we saw each other). The leaves have changed to those beautifully 
surreal hues of orange, red, and yellow that make New Yorkers feel immense pride for their 
city. I haven’t seen an East Coast autumn in years. 
 “It’s… It’s been a while.”
 “Yeah.” She always says less than I want her to. 
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 “Like six years.” 
 “Yeah.” She grins and looks down at her shoes. I’m so nervous I could puke. 
 “You still smoke squares?” 
 “Yeah.” Her Syracuse/Central New York accent makes an appearance as she 
draws out the nasally treble of the ‘y’ and ‘e.’ She places a cigarette between her lips and I 
wish I had a lighter to impress her with a chivalrous gesture. 
 “Mind if I bum one?” 
 “Sure.” She hands me one. I quit months ago, but desperate times… 
 “Kind of like when we were in school back at Oli. We used to cut class and smoke 
by that big rock in the woods. Trees looked the same. I miss that shit sometimes.” I can’t 
risk sounding too eloquent or sentimental in case she thinks I sold out. 
 “Mmhmm,” she mutters as she takes a drag. I thought she’d be more excited to see 
me. Though, I suppose we were seventeen and only knew each other for a few months. But 
it felt like so much longer. So much more. I take a nervous drag and rack my brain for a topic 
that would be both interesting and fresh for her. 
 “Hey, so do you ever hang out with anyone from Oli? Ania and Molly still live in the 
city, right?” 
 “Yeah, I’ve seen them around.” She ashes her cigarette with a thoughtless, efficient 
flick. She almost seems mad at the ash for having the nerve to stick around and bother her for 
so long. The dejected ash tumbles toward its watery demise in the lake. Contemplating my 
social ineptitude, I crush a leaf into nothingness under my boot and sink back into the cold 
bench.
 “Hey, you mind if I bum another? I’ll cop you a pack if I smoke too many.”
 “Yeah, okay.” A foot of precious real estate on the bench separates us. Though, it’s 
far more precious to me than to her, it seems. We both look forward, watching the tourists 
and locals alike, walking through the park to different tempos. I glance at her to confirm that 
it is, in fact, really her. She doesn’t notice, or chooses not to. 
 “Hey, how the hell do you afford to smoke out here? Aren’t packs like fifteen bucks 
or some dumb shit like that?” Why am I talking like I’m seventeen again? 
 “I know, it’s ridiculous. How’s a sad girl supposed to take the edge off?” I’d have a 
fit if anyone else said that phrase but this is the most I’ve gotten out of her yet.
 “You still get fucked up?” All of our breed are on an inevitable countdown to sobri-
ety, prison or death, as we were so frequently told. 
 “You know me, Evan Williams, weed, and cigarettes.” She omitted the blow for 
fear of judgement. I nod in approval. A breeze carries crisp leaves down the path in a cho-
reographed dance of autumnal beauty and grace. The smoke from our cigarettes combines 
and twirls in cancerous elegance. Her long, dirty blonde hair is whisked into the same wistful 
dance of thoughtless feeling. Why won’t she open up to me?
 “Hey, let’s walk around a bit, yeah? I haven’t been here in quite a while.” 
 “Yeah,” she hesitates as I wait for her to utter the words of exodus. “Alright, sure.”
 “Well, you’re the local. Lead the way. Show me the prettiest part of Central Park.” 
She smiles, slowly spinning and spinning until she faces South. A gust blows her tattered 
military surplus jacket into a majestic cape. We ramble down the scenic orange tunnels in 
pleasant silence. I know she’s thinking about a lot. I need to find out what’s going on in that 
beautiful, absurd brain. 
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 “Hey, you still dig Radiohead?” I begin playing “The Bends”  without waiting for a 
response. “We used to listen to this album all the time back in the day.” 
 “Always,” she says with an indecipherable chuckle. The melancholic melodies 
dictate our pace as we continue toward 59th. Orange light peaks through the trees as the sun 
dips below the jagged horizon. 
 “And how’s your brother? Is he still off exploring the world?” I want her to be 
impressed with my memory of her family.
 “He’s still in Hawaii. Living the dream, I guess.” 
 “Hey, what was that?” I smile. “You dropped your head a little there and sighed. 
Would you say you’re not living the dream?” I ask, forcing a slight chuckle to ease any ten-
sion.
 “I don’t know,” she smiles and looks back at the ground. 
 “Come on, what’s not to love about this place? It’s so beautiful and there’s so much 
to do and see. And you’re in school pursuing your passion, right?”
 “Yeah, I suppose.” She opens her mouth and almost continues before cutting 
herself off. 
 “Hey, listen, you can talk to me about this stuff. What’s going wrong in your life?”
 “I just, I don’t have many friends here. And the city is always so crowded, I feel like 
I can’t breath sometimes. It seems like no one on this island is ever happy. Which, makes 
it hard for me to be happy. You know? I don’t know.” She’s revealed too much and begins 
receding into her shell again. 
 “Sure, I get that. I guess it’s easy for me to build some romanticized mental image 
when I don’t actually live here. Well, hey, at least you have your dog. Izzy, right?” I know 
damn well it’s Izzy. 
 “Yeah,” she says with the first genuine smile yet. “At least I have Izzy.” We contin-
ue walking, now much more at ease. She’d mentioned her place is nearby in Hell’s Kitchen, 
a historically Irish working class neighborhood that’s been gentrified and made into a haven 
of corporate, complacent affluence. One might say it lost its grit, for better or for worse. 
The number of steps we take vastly outnumbers the words we share. Thom Yorke’s silky, 
anguished voice tells us, tells me, “she looks like the real thing / she tastes like the real thing 
/ my fake plastic love.” I get the chills and stop.
 “You good?” she asks the way New Yorkers do anytime something happens. 
 “Yeah. Yeah, I’m cool. Hey, can I bum another jack?” 
 “Mhmm,” she puts one in her mouth and gives one to me. We continue out of the 
park toward what I presume is her apartment. 
 “Hey so, how have you been? I know you don’t love it here in New York, but, are 
you okay?”
 She smiles and takes a drag. “I’ve never been sad a day in my life.” 
 “Okay,” I say, catching her contagious smile. “I’m happy for you. Really, I am.” 
We continue strolling through the city. 
 “This is my place. You wanna come smoke?” She walks up the steps and begins 
unlocking the door. “It’s not huge, but I dig it. You have to meet Izzy, she’s going to love 
you,” she says.
 “Hey listen, I think I gotta run. I have this meeting soon I should really get to.” I 
feel a sense of panic as I back down the steps into the street. “I, I should… It was great catch-
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ing up. I missed you, Sophia.” I stumble away in a rush. I want to look back, to go back and 
see her one more time. Hug her one more time but my body won’t stop drifting away. Faster 
than I can think. I see her face, confused, as I’m torn away. 
 I’m disoriented. I feel a burning sensation between two of my fingers and drop the 
butt of my cigarette. 
 “Hey, you good?”
 I lift my head to find my roommate staring at me with concern. “Shit. Yeah. I just 
need some air.” I walk outside and light another cigarette. I can hear the waves breaking 
from the ocean and the warm summer breeze rustling the palm trees. Never been sad a day in 
my life.
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Our Drill Instructor
 by  Kyle Beynon

 I wiped the condensation that had collected on the window next to me and tried 
to find any kind of reference point that would reveal our current location. It was nearing 
midnight now and everyone on the bus had become eerily quiet. I could see two large, con-
crete dome structures between our highway and the blackness of the ocean beyond it–the 
San Onofre Nuclear Power Plant. We were very close to Marine Corps Recruit Depot, San 
Diego now.  The driver, having seen the same view, cut through a Taylor Swift song playing 
over the bus’ speakers to say, “and if you all look out to your right, that there is the last pair 
of titties y’all’ll see for the next three months.” No one laughed except the driver. 
 I knew we were going to be yelled at—that I was prepared for. But I wasn’t ready for 
the exact brand of yelling that Drill Instructor Sergeant Jackson greeted us with as we pulled 
into the Recruit Depot. It was loud, guttural, and his whole presence shifted with each 
bark. If you could imagine the voice actor of Fat Albert replacing his trademark “HEY HEY 
HEY!” with “GET OFF MY FUCKIN’ BUS RIGHT NOW!” then you have a very accurate 
portrayal. With each word he frantically pointed about in a fury of motion. He repeated every 
bark with constant jabs at the air, while the other arm held his hip (and balance) tightly. We 
hesitated to move, so he tried again, “Okay bitches, I SAID GET OFF MY DAMN BUS!” 
This time he jumped up and down, like a roid-ridden 5-year-old throwing a tantrum over 
spilled ice cream. 
 Drill Instructor Sergeant Jackson was not a big man by any means–he’s not the first 
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image which may come to mind while picturing a Marine drill instructor. He was tall, sure, 
but probably weighed no more than 160 pounds. His small waist was outlined by a tightly 
clipped OD green duty-belt that announced his authority along with his “Smokey Bear” hat 
which crowned his always clean-shaven head. He was in incredible shape, and much faster 
than any of the other drill instructors. I once watched him run an entire 10-mile hike while 
taking laps around our platoon of 60, all while wearing the same 80 pound packs which we 
were required to carry. During every physical training demonstration, he was the chosen 
candidate to represent perfect form and speed for us recruits. His physical endurance and 
quickness were by design. He used it to chase us, to outmaneuver us, and to constantly scare 
the shit out of us. He moved quietly in the dark at night, and through the shadows during 
day, waiting for our inevitable complacency before he would strike. He once told us that his 
stealth came from being a “dark green Marine,” and we all withheld our laughter. For three 
months he would strive to always make us feel on edge, and to never allow us to let our guard 
down for even a second without penalty.
 We clambered over each other towards the exit as we spilled out of the bus head-
first into the hurricane of frantic recruits outside. Rows of yellow-painted footprints lined 
the ground as we were herded into our marked positions like cows awaiting their slaughter. 
Drill Instructor Sergeant Jackson was now in front of us on a platform, his hands placed on 
his hips with no gaps of space between his fingers. He had every ounce of our attention.
 “YOU ALL HAVE SIGNED UP FOR THE MOST PRESTIGIOUS FIGHTING 
FORCE THIS WORLD HAS TO OFFER.
 BELOW YOU ARE THE YELLOW FOOTPRINTS THAT BEGAN THE LIVES 
OF SOME OF THE MOST HEROIC INDIVIDUALS TO HAVE EVER SERVED OUR 
GREAT NATION. THIS IS YOUR BEGINNING, YOUR CHANCE TO BECOME A 
PART OF SOMETHING MUCH BIGGER THAN YOURSELVES, YOUR CHANCE TO 
STRIKE A DIFFERENCE WITHIN THIS WORLD.
 THE CHALLENGES AHEAD OF YOU WILL BE HARD, BUT THE EFFORT 
YOU PUT IN NOW WILL SAVE YOUR LIVES IN THE FUTURE. 
 YOU ARE A RECRUIT, AND YOU WILL BE TREATED AS SUCH.
 YOU WILL MOVE QUICKLY AND WITH INCREDIBLE DISCIPLINE.
 THERE IS NO ‘YOU’ ANYMORE, NO ‘I.’ YOU WILL REFER TO YOURSELF 
AS ‘THIS RECRUIT’ AND ADDRESS ALL INQUIRIES WITH EITHER ‘YES SIR’ OR 
‘NO SIR,’ AND ALL DIRECT ORDERS WITH ‘AYE AYE, SIR.’
 YOU WILL NOT SPEAK UNLESS YOU ARE SPOKEN TO.
 IF YOU HAVE A QUESTION YOU WILL SAY ‘GOOD AFTERNOON SIR, 
RECRUIT SO-AND-SO HAS A QUESTION.’
 YOU ARE NOTHING, AND MYSELF AND THE OTHER DRILL INSTRUC-
TORS WILL BE SURE TO KEEP REMINDING YOU OF THAT. IS THAT CLEAR?”
 All of us responded in a single voice. “YES, SIR!”

* * *

 From that moment on, things became a bit hazy. I know we were awake for another 
three continuous days, but only because I counted the sun coming up three times. There was 
a shakedown shortly after the yellow footprints where they made us strip down and searched 
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us. We then handed over the few belongings we had in exchange for three sets of woodland 
digital cammies, mine being far too large for me–my 125 pound lanky frame was practically 
swimming in them. They then shaved our heads. Blood streaked down my left temple as 
the on-base-barber scalped me in an effort to meet the increasing demand of recruits lined 
out his door. We were prodded through various medical facilities and popup tents where I 
received at least nine shots, including the dreaded “peanut butter shot” in the ass-cheek. 
 We were continually interrogated through these three sleepless days as they tried 
to find anyone who may have withheld information upon enlistment. Some stood in guilt 
to turn themselves in as the drill instructors threatened to find out about past drug use or 
civilian convictions. Through my grogginess, I knew their ploy. They wanted us tired and 
weak, to make us sing like canaries. I had nothing to hide, but their methods still made me 
feel guilty regardless. We were always wrong. 
 Everywhere we went, we ran. If we weren’t moving, we were standing tightly at at-
tention; our arms flexed to our sides, fists clenched, heels held together making a 45-degree 
angle with our feet. Everywhere we ran, we were constantly being yelled at, always cor-
rected–there was never a moment when we weren’t doing something wrong or not moving 
quickly enough. Every time we were yelled at, Drill Instructor Sergeant Jackson was there.
 The initial 60 of us became known as platoon 1066, Delta Company, or “Dirty 
Delta,” as the other drill instructors liked to call us. We lived in a large concrete squad-bay 
lined with 30 racks. My rack-mate was a small, wiry-framed kid named Rodriguez who said 
he joined because he had gotten some girl pregnant and knew the military would pay for 
housing upon graduation. He also said he saw a commercial once where a Marine killed a 
dragon and thought that was “pretty dope.”
 There were three drill instructors assigned to our platoon: our Senior Drill Instruc-
tor, our middle tier “J-Hat” Drill Instructor, and our “Kill Hat” Drill Instructor, Sergeant 
Jackson. Sergeant Jackson was at the bottom of the hierarchical totem pole. He was a freshly 
trained barking DI who had less authority in regard to the overall structure of our platoon 
but had been assigned the role of our menacing sheepherding dog, and was therefore con-
stantly nipping at our heels.
 While the drill instructors had many tools of discipline at their disposal, a favorite 
of Drill Instructor Sergeant Jackson was to IT us. IT stands for Incentive Training, and it was 
how they would beat the shit out of us without actually touching us... usually. Its purpose 
was to instill immediate discipline within us whenever we acted in any way out of order, 
but Drill Instructor Sergeant Jackson used it more than often as a way to just keep us busy. 
The first day I was IT’d, I understood something rough was about to occur. We were being 
marched through a route that deviated our normal routine and ended at an empty dirt lot. A 
previous struggle could be visibly seen in the dirt as there were deep cuts in the earth made 
by the appendages of humans who had been seemingly clawing at the ground. We were 
given the order to run into the sand pit, all of us lining up arms-width from one another. 
Then hell broke loose. Drill Instructor Sergeant Jackson began thrashing about, screaming 
exercise orders in quick, unmanageable succession while kicking at us and pinning some 
kids to the ground. 
 “…UP, DOWN, UP, DOWN, FASTER, FASTER, PUSH RIGHT NOW, MOUN-
TAIN CLIMBERS RIGHT NOW!
 SCREEEAAAAM! I SAID SCREEAAAM ‘AYE AYE SIR!’
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 FASTER, FASTER, PUSHUPS READY MOVE, 1 2 3, 1 2 3, 1 2 3!
 ON YOUR FEET! HIGH KNEES, HIGH KNEES RIGHT NOW!
 BACK ON YOUR FACE! LOW CRAWL! LOW CRAWL! …”
 More drill instructors who heard our roars became drawn to the dust-storm like 
moths to a light. They quickly ran over to get their piece of the action.
 “...YOU WORTHLESS PIECES OF SHIT! TOO WEAK TO STAND, GET UP 
RIGHT NOW!
 OKAY, ON YOUR FACE RIGHT NOW! FASTER! MOVE! I SAID MOVE!
 FILL YOUR POCKETS WITH DIRT! DIRT IN YOUR POCKETS NOW!
 They hunted for weakness, quick to point out any recruit who may not be putting 
out as many pushups or jumping high enough through his burpees.
 “OH GOOD! THIS RECRUIT DOESN’T WANT TO DO SIDE-STRADDLE-
HOPS! EVERYONE, THANK RECRUIT JENSON FOR EXTENDING YOUR PLAY-
TIME IN THE PIT!”
 “THANK YOU RECRUIT JENSON!” we replied breathlessly.
 This all went on for 30 more minutes. By the end of it, even the strongest of us 
couldn’t perform a single pushup, let alone stand without wobbling. They had made us break 
ourselves. We were defeated through our own discipline to continue, through our own fear 
of being highlighted as a failure. They only stopped when they watched the last of us give in. 
 I figured out that day what the others failed to see: the best place to be in boot 
camp was nowhere. Having a title of any kind only flagged you to the other drill instructors, 
made you visible in their radar, which meant they held you accountable for everyone else’s 
actions. The key was to not overperform, but to above all never fail–there’s no quitting or 
catching your breath in boot camp. Keeping your energy for when you need it and not over 
exhausting yourself on the smaller tasks was crucial. This middle ground kept you out of the 
drill instructors’ eyes and meant less trips to the pit. I decided then that if I executed my time 
there correctly, by the end of it, none of the drill instructors would even know my name. I 
would leave boot camp just as anonymously as I had arrived.
 Through further training evolutions, we began to work as a disciplined unit of 
young Marines. Each day began at 0500 and ended whenever we were granted sleep. We 
lived chow-to-chow, as food became the only relief—even though we were only allotted five 
minutes to clear our plates. Each day was packed with marching, combat drills, shooting 
ranges, and constant physical training. 
 There was never a moment through these three months that I don’t remember 
Drill Instructor Sergeant Jackson moving along with us. Even on holidays, while the other 
DIs were nowhere to be found, he was there. On Christmas, he spent the entire day with us 
on the parade deck, finely tuning our marching and rifle drill. On New Year’s Eve, he let us 
watch combat footage of him and his tank platoon maneuvering through the Middle East, 
something we implicitly knew to keep secret from the other drill instructors. 
 We tended to move faster and perform better when we were under his thumb, ini-
tially out of fear, but then out of respect. He wasn’t just a drill instructor, he became our drill 
instructor. We slowly realized that he was suffering alongside us, and sometimes even more 
so. When we were granted sleep, I could sometimes get a glimpse of him in the duty-hut 
at night, constantly working on lesson plans for the next day. He made sure we made it to 
the chow hall for all three meals, even though he often had to skip meals himself. He never 
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allowed himself to appear exhausted to us, but on the days that we sensed it, we took extra 
care to perform at peak performance so that he wouldn’t have to devote more energy towards 
disciplining us. 
 One day, while the other drill instructors were away, Sergeant Jackson sat us in a 
“school circle” in the middle of our squad bay. I could tell he was tired because he did not 
seem his frantic self. For the first time, he appeared calm–it made me uneasy. He began 
by taking off his cover and setting it on the ground. I had never seen him take his cover off 
before outside of a physical training exercise. His eyes appeared completely different with-
out anger behind them, almost human. He started a lesson plan about leadership, and what 
roles that may entail outside of the military, while asking for our input. Asking us, not telling 
us – another first. After a long hesitation from the 60 of us, an older recruit stood up and 
said, “Good afternoon, sir. I have a son back home. I think leadership is about instilling the 
courage in those who look up to you to become better, to be an example for them to emulate, 
and a hero for them to respect. I hope my son will one day grow to surpass me. A true leader 
should be proud of their subordinates and help them to reach their full potential.”
 Sergeant Jackson stared at the recruit for a long time. It was the most I had ever 
heard a recruit talk to another DI before. After a moment, he barked: 
 “How old is your son?”
 “Three weeks, sir. My wife just sent me the photo yesterday.”
 “Do you have the photo on you now?”
 “Ye… yes, sir.”
 “You know you aren’t allowed to carry any personal belongings with you, right, 
recruit?”
 “Yes, sir.”
 “Hand it over.”
 The recruit, more uncertain now and visibly shaking, pulled his cover off his head 
and removed the folded photo from its hiding spot tucked within the inner lining. He walked 
over and placed it in Drill Instructor Sergeant Jackson’s already outstretched hand. Ser-
geant Jackson did not pull it towards him, only tilted it up to his field of view. The idea of a 
smile cracked along his face before he quickly winced it away. “Your wife looks happy,” he 
growled, before handing the photo back to the recruit and continuing on with the rest of the 
lesson.
 By graduation day, we were all very different than those bright-eyed bushy-tailed 
kids with their heads down on a bus. We had all been forced past our individual breaking 
points but pushed to continue on. This was the main lesson to learn from boot camp, you 
were made to reach your limits and acquire the fortitude within yourself to break past them. 
We weren’t necessarily superior than we once were, but we  now had a better understand-
ing of our own individual potential. We knew what we were capable of, if we pressed hard 
enough within ourselves. In hindsight, Drill Instructor Sergeant Jackson was just an actor 
in all of this. He played the role that was required of him and pulled the strongest parts of 
ourselves out . He was there from the beginning and saw us all through to the end.
 Before we left our squad bay for the last time, Drill Instructor Sergeant Jackson 
put us in one last “school circle.” He told us how boot camp would be the easy part of our 
journey, and that our real test would happen once we hit the fleet, where it all became real. 
His tone was that of a warning, but I understood his sincerity. He wanted us to succeed, to 
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become something bigger than ourselves; a platoon of Marines to be proud of. As we walked 
out the door, he shook all of our hands while giving us one last glare through the brown brim 
of his smokey-the-bear cover. As I walked up to him, I watched the hesitation in his eyes as 
they darted to the embroidered name-tape above the left-breast-pocket of my uniform. He 
stuttered a congratulations as he mispronounced my name and gripped my hand. “Give ‘em 
hell out there, Private Benyens.”
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The Rite of Spring 
 by Marisa Hanson
Cropper Winner
 
 

 I wasn’t dancing this particular night, I recall. I had seen the evening’s program 
performed seven times on stage—not to mention over a hundred runs in the studio—and yet 
there I was, nestled into the back of the opera house with the evening’s program in hand. A 
clarinet, five trumpets, and then, the drums. I had chills. I watched the corps de ballet swarm 
together as the leggy soloist slung out and reeled in her body like a rubber band. Seven 
times, and still my heartbeat quickened. 
 The ballet ended how it always did. The iconic Stravinsky score ascended louder, 
became wilder; and when you thought it couldn’t get louder, it did. The audience recoiled 
in unison. The corps de ballet swarmed the soloist—the “Chosen One”—grabbing errati-
cally at her arms and legs, strapping them to a giant sling inconspicuously wheeled on from 
backstage. Only the flute now. A blackout. When the lights came back on, the soloist was 
gone. The rest of the dancers stared up and out into the packed opera house, watching as the 
human sacrifice was flung into the sky. 
 The Rite of Spring doesn’t always end with a giant human slingshot, necessarily. 
Most of the time, the “Chosen One” is forced to dance herself to death; in rarer cases, she’s 
impaled. She could be dressed in red or stripped entirely bare, but she always dies. She’s 
oblivious to the prospect of her death, unable to ponder or mourn her end, until it’s too late. 
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No control, she lapses into manic frenzy. Within moments, it’s lights out. 
 I, of course, have never died. But when I quit ballet, it felt like I had been flung 
helplessly into oblivion, leaving eighteen years of a strange, almost mythical life behind me. I 
knew nothing else but ballet. It was a death without dying. A slow death. Slow and silent, like 
the gradual pulling, inching back, and static hold of a slingshot. ZING! 
 Joan Didion says it’s hard to see the ends of things. When I started ballet at the 
unfeasibly young age of two or three, I could see no end, only pirouettes and the color pink 
forever and ever. But I was there, one fateful May, at that sad height. The universe had been 
giving me signs—a bout of mononucleosis, a shit audition season, the return of a chronic 
knee injury, a sudden rib fracture—but it was not until I was on a plane home to San Diego 
with three suitcases and a tutu in tow that I knew my ballet career was undoubtedly over. I 
had done the flight home and back many times. It was strange to think I might never do it 
again. 

 The spring of my retirement, I met with the director, David (pronounced David, 
not David). It was merely protocol—an annual meeting required of all the dancers in order to 
discuss one’s progress, or lack thereof. David, though a small man at about 5’3, was terrify-
ing. He was very French, in a way I could only emulate with cartoonish faces and the flittery 
flicks of my wrists, and the way he anxiously patrolled the hallway on his stubby legs remind-
ed me of a bulldog. 
 David played favorites, and I was not one of his favorites. I resented him for not 
making calls to companies in my favor when he knew I was auditioning elsewhere, like he 
had for some other dancers. So when I walked into our meeting, I expected him not to care 
about my plans. I thought he might even be happy to be rid of me. 
 “So,” he began, clasping his hands together. “What’s the plan, Marisa? Where are 
you going?”
 By then, I had already begrudgingly committed myself to college, but still held out 
hope that I might be able to turn it all around, that some director in Amsterdam or Toronto 
might call me with an offer, or that David might ask me to stay another year.
 The original plan was to avoid crying at all costs, a plan I immediately had to throw 
out when the sob I tried desperately to swallow escaped my lips and my eyes filled with tears. 
Fuck, I thought, this isn’t going well. 
 I was blubbering and incoherent. “I’m going to college,” I mustered.
 David glared at me with indignance, as if I had betrayed him and his good name by 
giving up. I watched as his face morphed into stone.
 “It’s probably for the best,” he said. “You’re not that good, anyway.” 
 That pestilent asshole! It was a bad hiring season and I had bad luck! I wanted 
to shout at him. I got mono! My knee was acting up! You didn’t even help me! But it wasn’t 
worth my breath. I stood up and walked out. That night, over a pint of coffee ice cream and a 
bottle of two-buck chuck, my best friend Molly tried to comfort me. Easy for her, I thought, 
she still has a job. 
 “Maybe you could still dance for fun?” 
 I scoffed. “I would never!” 
 Dancing for fun? Ha! What a concept! Ballet was routine, it was performance, it 
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was my life. It couldn’t be equated to something as silly as having fun. Though, of course, 
it was fun sometimes, like during a curtain call in front of a full house, or the ecstasy after 
leaping high into the air—so high, impossibly high, higher than I ever had before—in a saut 
de chat, or landing a clean quadruple pirouette in the back corner of the studio while no one 
was watching. Fun wasn’t so common, and still, I was adamant: if I couldn’t dance ballet at 
the highest caliber, I didn’t want to do it at all. So, that’s how it went. I stuffed my tutu in the 
back of my mom’s closet and vowed never to dance again. 

 I thought that after facing an abrupt early retirement, I might have to process for a 
while. Or maybe, I thought, I would hold onto it. I would make a comeback. I did neither of 
these things. I did not make a miraculous or highly-celebrated return to the stage, and I did 
not mourn, at all. It’s not that I wasn’t sad, for I was, immeasurably so. To this day, I can’t 
even sit through a dance performance without feeling an itch in my limbs and an ache in my 
chest. I can’t listen to certain symphonies or concertos while driving or I’ll start to sob at the 
stoplight and miss the green. The trick is to keep busy, to ignore it, and most importantly, to 
never write a memoir about it.

 Not many people are crazy enough to sacrifice their lives to ballet, and so, the ballet 
world remains small. So small, in fact, that in a gathering of my colleagues, most would have 
slept with at least two other people in the room. Love, intimacy, mere sexual gratification–all 
were constantly recycled through the group, passing through every possible permutation, as 
romantic contact with the outside world was infrequent and disappointing. “Normal people 
just never understand…” so we settled for each other. 
 Jake—my dance partner of four years—and I eventually let our mutual curiosity man-
ifest. We went on an awkward—nay, terrible—first date. By “terrible,” I mean Jake showed 
up a half hour late and was so baked he handed the exhausted Blue Bottle cashier his gym 
membership card to pay for our americanos. Still, somehow, we went on another date. And 
another. And another. And then, he was my boyfriend and I, his girlfriend, not necessarily 
because we really liked each other but because there was nobody else. Of course, it didn’t 
end well. Jake broke up with me in the stairwell of the ballet building after a long Wednesday 
of rehearsals and the very next weekend sloppily made out with my friend, Amy, at a party. 
God, it fucking sucked to see ex flings, lovers, and boyfriends grope other girls at parties 
in smoky little apartments. Our circle was too small and our apartments, even smaller. We 
couldn’t escape our exes if we tried. Jake and I crumpled under the burden of maintaining 
civility. We were still dance partners. I still had to hold his hands and feel him on my waist 
and trust him, somehow. We went through rehearsals without saying more than just enough 
words to each other and left in awful moods. I still had to stand at the barre with Amy and feel 
the heat of competition boil up between us, as if there wasn’t enough of that already.
 One such gathering took place at the Spanish boys’ squalid studio apartment in the 
really seedy part of town. The five-minute walk from the metro station was taken with serious 
precaution: tiptoeing over needles and human feces with a can of pepper spray locked 
and loaded in the pocket of my North Face jacket. I couldn’t get there fast enough. The 
apartment itself reeked of dirty laundry, and of stale weed, obliterated in murky bongs that 
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littered the cluttered studio like alien vases. 
 We were seventeen, eighteen, nineteen years old—fresh meat, drunk on $8 vodka 
that came in a plastic bottle. Six of us were sardined on the bench in the bay window while 
the rest sprawled on the floor, limbs entangled. I spotted Jake enthralled with somebody who 
was not me, and probably not Amy. One of his long, pale arms dangled awkwardly around 
the girl’s neck like a plastic clothes hanger. I couldn’t look at them. Instead, I stared straight 
into the bottom of the red solo cup in my hand, which still had about 73 cents worth of that 
horrendous vodka left in it. I tossed it back.
 “Who wants to play a game?” a boy, Ben, shouted from atop a kitchen barstool. 
 “What kind of game?” 
 “Yeah! What kind?” 
 “Not truth or dare again…”
 Ben shushed the crowd, waiting for the chatter to cease before he proclaimed,  
“Let’s imagine: if you weren’t dancing, what would you be doing instead?”
 Everyone began to laugh. 
 “Well, I…” Namiko began, swaying as she stood up from the floor, “gave up my 
spot at Berkeley to be here.” She thrust out the plastic handle of vodka, almost empty—“For 
ballet!”—and took a swig.
 “I wish I could get into Berkeley,” Amy said, a whimper of desperation rising in her 
throat. 
 I turned to Molly. “Hey, Molls!” I shouted, so everyone could hear. “Didn’t you 
turn down Stanford?”
 A swell of ohhs and aahs rose from the pool of people on the floor. Molly turned 
red. 
 “If I wasn’t dancing,” she said, regaining composure, “I’d open up a bakery.” 
 The possibilities were endless for us in our alternate universes. 
 “I would model.” 
 “I’d become an interior designer!”
 “I’d sell marijuana.”
  Theo, resident hottie and ballet wunderkind, was seated next to me on the cramped 
bench. I felt his left shoulder, pressed against my right, rise and fall as he sighed. He didn’t 
like this game. The previous year, Theo landed a double tour en l’air and tore his ACL. I 
wasn’t there, but I’d heard from Amy that the loud, echoing snap was unforgettable. “Still 
gives me the heebie jeebies,” she’d said. Theo had just returned after almost a year-long 
recovery, but knee injuries are a real bitch, and the truth was, his knee was hardly what it 
used to be. He was facing the end, the dissolution of a dream, stuck in a slingshot, ready 
to rebound. I imagine Theo probably thought we were insensitive idiots for trivializing his 
imminent reality. We could fantasize all we wanted, but even the best of us—the ones who 
would go on to become soloists and principals in renowned companies all over the world—
would have to retire by 35 or, if we were lucky, 40. Fantasy wouldn’t be so fun then. 
 Facing his untimely retirement, Theo’s anxiety began to manifest itself externally. 
First, he got a singular tattoo, one that could be hidden day to day. Then, a gold nose ring, 
and finally, a full tattoo sleeve. A couple of months before Amy, too, quit, she dyed the tips 
of her hair pink. There were plenty of things we were forbidden to do as ballet dancers, 
including getting tattoos, facial piercings, or pink hair. No nail polish. No dangly earrings. 
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No rings. No bracelets. No necklaces. And for women, no short hair. We were barred from 
any outward expression of individuality. It’s no surprise, then, that when quitting becomes 
viable, the first thing many dancers do is rebel. When I decided to get my nose pierced 
before my last Nutcracker, I didn’t think of it as an early augur of giving up. But I suppose it 
was. 

 Saturday morning—the morning after the Spaniards’ party—I watched Amy through 
the reflection of the studio mirror as she tucked the pink tips of her wiry brown hair into a 
high bun. We were all hungover, a fact we tried to ignore as we performed our individual 
rituals for the impending 9:30 AM, two-hour, women-only ballet class. Amy stood up from 
the floor and examined herself in the mirror. She admired her reflection as she smoothed her 
pale hands over the nylon spandex leotard, stopping at her waist, cinching it in tightly. 
 “I feel so skinny,” she said. 
 “You did throw up a lot last night…” Molly replied. 
 Amy, still watching herself, turned sideways, placing the palm of her hand on the 
concave surface of her stomach. “I should do this more often,” she mused.
 We continued our rituals, tapping our toes, tying the satin ribbons of our pointe 
shoes, foam rollers, two-minute planks, a hundred crunches, right and left splits. Amy’s idea 
wasn’t a shocking one to any. I often straddled the fine line between “healthy” and “un-
healthy” disordered eating—“healthy” only meaning I didn’t let myself get caught. 
 While dancing, my diet was garbage. My lunch usually consisted of a spoonful 
of Nutella and a can of Coca Cola, or if I felt like treating myself, half an asiago bagel with 
cream cheese and… a can of Coca Cola. (I had to wean myself off the Coke after a while.) On 
weekends, I’d boil a bag of pasta and put it in a plastic tupperware container to last the whole 
week for dinner. By Friday, I usually resorted to instant ramen. (I wasn’t the best at ra-
tioning.) Every couple of days, I’d eat out with friends and eat whatever I wanted—pad see ew 
at the Thai place around the corner, tubs of artisan ice cream from upscale grocery stores, 
chocolate croissants just like Paris, full-blown brunches with ricotta pancakes and twice-
baked russet potatoes on Sunday mornings. Whenever I felt fat or bloated, I brewed myself a 
cup of the infamous “Three Ballerina” laxative tea. The name on the box was stupidly fitting. 
It was something every girl at the ballet tried at least once—better than starving, or throwing 
up, and that was dangerously alluring. 
 Once, a girl named Rebecca let things get out of hand. She had been very visibly 
losing weight for a few months, and the directors kept telling her how “good” she looked 
— how “trim,” how “toned.” I noticed in rehearsal one day that she looked almost green 
under the studio lights. Her chest looked like a colonial era drying board. (“Sad,” one of 
the Spanish boys once said. “She used to have such cute tits.”) Her arms and legs looked 
stringy; you could see every ligament and tendon under her paper skin. Rebecca couldn’t 
even get through barre exercises without shaking like a leaf, and sometimes, I was sure 
she’d collapse. Some days, she’d run to the bathroom in the middle of class and miss two or 
three exercises before traipsing back in like nothing happened. It couldn’t have been  more 
obvious.
 One Saturday afternoon, a few girls and I invited Rebecca out to lunch with us. I 
listened to her interrogate the waiter about every ingredient in the chicken arugula sal-
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ad—“Can I get the dressing on the side? And the cheese, too? And can I get only like, three 
slices of chicken? Is the chicken organic?” When the salad finally came, she took one suspi-
cious bite of the chicken before storming off to the bathroom. In her absence, we shared our 
concerns. 
 “How has David not kicked Rebecca out already?” I asked.
 “Because they still need her,” Molly replied. “She keeps getting cast in ballets and 
they won’t give her an understudy.”
 Namiko spoke up. “Are they at least going to make her see a doctor?” 
 Molly shrugged. “Do they ever?”
 I pitied Rebecca, and sadly, I couldn’t even blame her. It was treacherously easy to 
fall prey to good mirrors (the ones that made you look skinny) and bad mirrors (the ones that 
made you look fat), and to the constant comparison with the other figures in the reflection. 
It would drive the weak into madness, not to say that Rebecca was weak, just that she had had 
enough. One weekend, when the company was performing Don Quixote, Rebecca left for an 
“audition” and never came back. 
 Rebecca, even while in poor health, kept getting roles while I, perfectly able, stood 
on the sidelines. Molly got to perform Suite en Blanc before I did, even though I knew the 
steps by heart and she could barely remember to step on the left foot first during the finale. I 
was called in to learn La Bayadere on Monday and by Wednesday, I found my name crossed 
off the list. Apparently the intimidating guest repetiteur—one of the best ballerinas of her 
time—said it loud and clear despite her heavy Russian accent: “She tall. Stick out too much.” 
I remembered how much Nina in the costume department complained when she had to add 
three inches of tulle to my Giselle tutu. “I have to do eighteen new layers of tulle,” she said. 
“Eighteen.” I felt like a burden.

 In one of many Ubers to many airports in many foreign cities, I sat a tense distance 
away from Jake engaged in very small small talk. We spoke about Toronto—the city we 
were hastily leaving without having seen any of it—and about the audition we had both just 
endured. 
 “It was hard,” I said. 
 “Really hard,” he replied.
 We sat for some moments in silence, incredibly aware that this was the first (some-
what) normal conversation we’d had in months. 
 “You did well though,” he blurted.
 “Huh?”
 “I was watching you. You looked good.”
 “Oh, thanks,” I replied with a nervous grin.
 “The directors were watching you, too. Sarah, especially. And you know it’s her 
opinion that matters. That’s what’s important, you know. If they give you attention, they give 
a shit.”
 Another moment passed. Jake fidgeted beside me, scratching his head, and spoke 
again.
 “They’ll probably hire you.”
 They didn’t hire me. Neither did the company in Seattle, whose director cut me 

The Alcalá Review

40



after the first half hour of the audition. “You’re just not what we’re looking for.” The compa-
ny in Salt Lake City offered me an unpaid position, “for now.” The company in Amsterdam 
seemed like a sure thing, that is, until the director changed his mind. “Too tall, I think. 
Maybe next year.”
 Amy also didn’t get any offers that year. After things with Jake leveled to a sim-
mer, we bonded often over our shared frustration with the whole system: the “no”s and 
the “maybe”s, the “too this”s and “too that”s, the “thank you for coming but we just don’t 
have a place for you”s. One blustery May afternoon, we sat in the alleyway behind the ballet 
building as she puffed on a cigarette. 
 “David told me it’s probably because I’m too ‘soft,’” she told me. “I think he just 
wanted to get away with saying I’m fat.” 
 We suffered a long pause while I tried to figure out how to respond. Of course Amy 
wasn’t fat. None of us were. On top of that, none of us were bad at ballet. 
 “At least David didn’t tell you that you sucked at ballet,” I said, finally.
 “No,” Amy gawked, “Don’t tell me he actually fucking said that to you.”
 I nodded. “Well, not exactly. When I told him I was going to college, he told me it 
was ‘probably for the best’ because ‘I wasn’t that good, anyway.”
 “The fucking prick.” Amy took one last long and angry drag before throwing the 
cigarette onto the pavement and squashing it with her boot. “After all the sacrifices we made 
to come work for that asshole and he has the audacity to treat us like that. Unbelievable.” 
  I sat and chewed on the word “sacrifice,” which felt both overdramatic and 
oversimple. I had sacrificed almost everything to pursue ballet—I missed out on playdates, 
parties, and prom; I never got drunk or high until the summer after my high school gradua-
tion; and I didn’t even kiss a boy until I was 17. I never knew what it was like to be in a healthy 
relationship with a normal person, or how it felt to actually like my body when I looked in the 
mirror. I had been working out six days a week, fifty weeks a year since I was 11 or 12 years 
old, and couldn’t imagine how it might feel to not be sore or injured for once. Yet I, at the 
brink of being flung out into the real world, could not see any of these missed opportunities 
as a sacrifice at all. I would do it all over again in a heartbeat.

Vol. 5, Iss. 1

41

Marisa Hanson is a writer and rising curator. She is interested in exploring phenomenology, 
sensuality, and the complexity of human relationships.



Hey, Uncle Bob 
 by Jake Sanborn
Cropper Runner-Up

Beginnings.

 Do you remember when I got a really bad case of pneumonia? This must have been 
at least three years ago by now, maybe even four. I was so sick for half a year—at the time, it 
seemed like such a huge portion of my life was being stolen from me, and I was powerless to 
resist. Breathing was painful, walking was a chore, and even laughing hurt. 
 I never got the chance to thank you, did I? You called to check up on me, not once 
or twice, but innumerable times. My entire life, you were always calling me. I wish I could 
say that I picked up the phone every single time, or that I was a perfect nephew. Just know 
that I treasured hearing your voice, whether it was in person or transmitted through my beat-
up iPhone speaker. 
	 I	recall	the	first	time	you	walked	into	my	life–literally.	I	was	eight	years	old	and	it	
was Christmas day. The late afternoon sun was still peering through the bay windows and I 
had	already	finished	unwrapping	all	of	my	presents.	Out	of	the	blue,	the	doorbell	rang,	and	
Dad rushed to get the door. In you came, with Kyle and Kyra, Pop-Pop and Grandma, all of 
the aunts and uncles. I’m sure I had met you sometime before, but we lived pretty far apart 
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and I didn’t know you all that well yet. You came in and gave me a huge hug, and that’s when 
I learned that this is what family is.
 Family is you breaking out your stethoscope years later, after I had my tangle with 
pneumonia, to listen to my lungs and assure me there was no water sloshing around again. I 
had	been	having	chest	pains	and	was	terrified	that,	somehow,	that	horrific	illness	was	taking	
hold of me once more. Please, I was begging, trapped in my own nightmares, don’t let this 
happen to me again. I can’t do it. You were right, though, when you said that it was probably 
just	a	sinus	infection.	I	went	to	the	doctor’s	office	the	next	morning,	and	all	my	symptoms	
were gone by the end of the week. 

Triumphs of Youth.

 I guess you weren’t always so well-respected and well-behaved, which is something 
I	still	find	to	be	quite	astonishing.		The	story	about	“Bob’s	Big	Boy”	keeps	popping	up	in	my	
head	all	the	time	now.	See,	I	would’ve	expected	Dad	or	maybe	Aunt	Joanne	to	do	something	
like that, but not you! The fact that you went to the closest Bob’s Big Boy diner in the middle 
of	the	night,	stole	the	inflatable	“Big	Boy,”	and	left	it	in	your	bosses’	yard	with	a	ransom	note	
gets me every single time. I don’t remember, did they ever give you and your friends the 
lifetime	supply	of	hamburgers	that	you	asked	for	in	exchange	for	Bob’s	safe	return?
 You and the others also managed to drive poor Grandma nearly mad, what with 
putting	all	those	firecrackers	in	her	cigarettes!	I	would	be	upset	too,	if	my	cigarettes	blew	
up the second I lit them. Dad always tells me that Grandma would just wait in the kitchen for 
Pop-Pop to come home, biding her time. As soon as he walked in the door, it was “get those 
children down here, now!” 
 
Golden Years.

 I was always better than you at card games. Even you would’ve admitted this. I 
never	quite	got	to	Grandma’s	level	of	competition,	but	that’s	because	she	cheated	a	lot	more	
than	I	did.	We	started	small,	you	and	I	and	all	of	the	family–games	like	Uno,	Go	Fish,	War.	
It took awhile to work up to Poker, Blackjack, and all the “adult games,” but we got there 
in time as Ryan and Caitlin, Aunt Cathy’s beloved babies, grew up and went off to college. 
There	the	real	world	began–jobs,	rent	payments,	new	friends	and	relationships.	
 I guess what I’m trying to say is that, even as our family slowly grew ever more phys-
ically separate, some things never changed. I lived for family reunions, when we would all 
find	our	separate	paths	back	to	Grandma	and	Pop-Pop’s	house	for	the	winter	holidays—the	
house that I used to race around with my cousin Taylor, both of us pretending that we were 
famous NASCAR drivers. Those precious, unforgettable moments when we would all be 
gathered, laughing and cheating our way to valiant victories or dismal defeats—we always put 
all of our cards on the table.
 
Sorsollia.

 Sorsollia: “the sun that illuminates.” A word stolen from the dead language of a 
fictional	world	long	destroyed,	yet	I	took	it	and	crafted	it	into	something	new	for	myself.
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Sorsollia	is	the	first	memory	I	truly	carry	within	me,	of	a	lazy	summer	afternoon	when	I	was	
six	years	old.	I	was	reading	a	children’s	book,	lying	on	my	bed	with	my	window	thrown	open.	
The	breeze,	gifted	unto	my	family	by	the	Pacific	Ocean	just	a	few	miles	to	the	west,	ruffled	
the covers of my sheets and clacked the picture frames adorning my walls against one anoth-
er.
 The sun was setting. I could see it dipping below the row of houses, slowly falling 
to	the	other	side	of	the	world.	In	those	last	fading	flecks	of	fiery	twilight	brilliance,	I	became	
aware	of	little	motes	of	dust	floating	around	my	room,	spinning	and	tumbling	slowly	about	
me.	The	book	fell	to	the	floor,	forgotten,	as	I	stepped	out	of	bed	to	look	about	myself	in	
wonder.	For	a	moment,	time	itself	stood	still.	Those	tiny,	insignificant	specks	of	debris	and	
beautiful wonder stood utterly still, captured forever in the air, thanks simply to the light of a 
dying day.
 Time and pure ecstasy trapped like an insect in amber, by that golden glow? Sorsol-
lia.

Shock.

 Sorsollia is the feeling deep within that you instilled in me. 
	 When	Dad	had	the	first	heart	attack	he’d	had	since	I	was	born,	you	were	the	one	
to rush down from Sacramento to make sure he would be ok, that he was getting the proper 
treatment, that he was at the right hospital. You dropped everything like this was the only 
thing that mattered.
 I only remember bits and pieces of that weekend. My Mom got a call from Dad on 
her	cellphone,	except	it	wasn’t Dad on the other end of the line—it was some random passer-
by who had seen my Dad fall off his bike and land in the bike lane on Magnolia Street. I never 
found out who the person who made the call was. Mom yelled at me to get in the car and we 
drove	down	the	street	to	find	Dad	slumped	forward	on	the	sidewalk,	surrounded	by	a	handful	
of concerned passers-by. Someone had already called an ambulance, and they put Dad in the 
back and raced off. He said he would be ok.
	 You	came	into	town	the	next	morning	to	check	on	Dad	and	then	to	the	house	to	
say hello to me in the afternoon. I remember you saying that everything would be alright, 
and I believed you. Sometimes when people say that everything is going to be alright, you 
shouldn’t trust them. They could be they’re lying, or maybe they hope what they’re saying is 
true but just don’t know. I always knew that I trusted you, and you were right. Dad recov-
ered.
	 The	next	week,	my	parents	named	you	and	Aunt	Sharon	as	my	legal	guardians,	if	
anything should ever happen to them in the near future.

Dreams of the Past.

	 I	think	I	definitely	inherited	my	love	of	swimming	from	you,	Uncle	Bob.	Maybe	I	
never	got	quite	as	involved	with	the	sport	as	you	did,	waking	up	at	5	a.m.	every	day	of	the	
week	to	go	swimming	with	your	buddies,	but	it	definitely	helped	me	make	lasting	friendships	
I will forever be grateful for.
 You were always cautious when we would make family trips to the beach, probably 
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because of the time you spent as a Huntington Beach Lifeguard. You taught me so much 
about the ocean. I learned how to spot rip currents (“brown, choppy water above a chan-
nel,	drawing	water	back	out”),	find	sandbars	(“those	waves	wouldn’t	be	breaking	so	far	out	
unless	the	depth	changes	drastically”),	and	catch	the	best	waves	while	bodysurfing.	
	 I	still	remember	quite	a	few	of	your	stories	from	when	you	were	a	Junior	Guard	
Instructor, responsible for teaching dozens of young children (ages 9-12) how to be safe in 
and around the ocean. The time that Mr. Reyes lost his balance and toppled right over the 
side	of	the	pier	to	back-flop	on	the	water	some	forty	feet	below,	only	to	feebly	claw	his	way	
back to the surface and wave the all-clear; the time that the fog was so thick at noon that you 
couldn’t	even	see	the	iconic	Huntington	Beach	Pier	from	fifty	feet	away	whilst	standing	on	
the shore; the time you took Kyle and Kyra on Unit 5240 for speed drops and let them jump 
off of the back of that sleek, speeding boat.
 Oh! And the time you needed to rescue that one “surfer dude” who lost his board 
in	a	huge	swell	off	the	coast	one	day.	He	was	flailing	around	in	the	water,	being	sucked	
quietly	and	inexorably	towards	the	grim,	unmoving	concrete	pilings	holding	up	the	HB	
Pier.	Concrete	pilings–I	always	wondered	why	they	used	concrete	and	it	turns	out	that	this	
was the third installation of the HB Pier, the previous two having been obliterated in storm 
surges. You were on the pier and saw the surfer being sucked towards you, and you did what 
was	expected	of	any	lifeguard.	You	jumped.	And	as	you	did	so,	the	surfer	finally	vanished	
underwater…only to pop up directly underneath you as you fell towards the water. You 
admitted	that	it	wasn’t	your	finest	landing,	but	bruises	fade	in	time,	right?	Even	if	they’re	
caused by someone landing on you. 

“Not the Best Day to Learn How to Surf, My Man!”

 That last story reminds me of a time when I was in training to become a lifeguard 
following in your footsteps, as I always seem to be doing. I made it into the Huntington 
Beach City Lifeguard training program, the same program you went through some thir-
ty-five	or	so	years	ago.	I	can	still	remember	the	pride	burning	within	my	chest	when	they	
handed me my white T-shirt and pristine red shorts with their unforgettable Huntington 
Beach Pier logo. We were each offered a custom pair of Costa sunglasses to go with the job—  
mine	were	sea-green	with	fiery	lenses	that	caught	the	sunlight	just	so.	I’m	sure	you	must	
have seen me wearing them at some point or another. Man, was I ever heartbroken when the 
frame snapped in half during a camping trip to Havasu Falls during my sophomore year of 
college. 
	 On	the	first	of	our	ten	weekend	training	days,	old	Mr.	Heich	stood	up	in	front	of	
us and reminded us what our job meant. We were the last line of defense for people who 
had	never	seen	an	ocean	before	and	figured	“Hey,	it	can’t	be	much	different	than	my	pool	
in Riverside, right?” It was our job to go out into the surf and the cold, unforgiving currents 
and make sure everyone made it home to their families at night. The responsibilities were 
enormous, but my seventeen-year old mind was up to the task. I knew every radio signal 
(10-39? 10-73?) and every rescue maneuver by heart. The thought of jumping off the pier 
to	help	someone	was	exciting	rather	than	terrifying—I	had	made	the	jump	three	times	already	
and	each	was	more	exhilarating	than	the	last.	I	felt	unstoppable,	as	if	the	world	was	mine	for	
the taking. 
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 Irony has a funny sense of humor. As soon as I felt on top of my game, I got 
pneumonia.	No	one	could	really	figure	out	what	was	wrong	with	me,	not	the	doctors	at	the	
urgent care, not my general practitioner, and not the nurse at my high school. For a while, I 
just	stumbled	around	in	a	pained	haze,	but	I	knew	becoming	a	lifeguard	was	worth	fighting	
for. Five long weekends in a row, for ten hours each day, I would drag myself out of bed and 
drive down to the Lifeguard HQ. It would always be cold and overcast in the early morning, 
and the weather would rarely improve throughout the course of the day. Training was held 
during the winter months, so that new recruits would be conditioned to deal with the most 
frigid of ocean waters.
 On the last day of training, all of the cadets were gathered down by the waterline, 
reading	the	currents	and	the	offshore	swells.	The	waves	coming	in	were	quite	sizeable;	I	re-
call	them	being	around	five	to	eight	feet	on	average.	The	current	was	roaring	along,	sweep-
ing anything in its path to the north. Within seconds, I spotted a surfer who was out of place 
in	the	line-up	of	wetsuit-clad	jockeys	fighting	each	other	for	the	“wave	of	the	day.”	This	guy	
clearly doesn’t know what he’s doing, I thought, he’s getting swept straight under the pier, 
and that’s going to be miserable.
	 Mr.	Hollen	turned	and	looked	straight	at	me.	His	exact	words	were	“What	are	you	
waiting for? Go get him!”
 It took me less than a second to process what he had said, and then I was sprinting 
into	the	surf,	flying	over	hidden	holes	in	the	sand	and	crashing	through	small	waves.	Within	
seconds, I was carving my way through the concrete pilings holding up the pier above my 
head, chest burning all the while. A few seconds more, and I was on top of the surfer. He 
had fallen off his board and was clinging to it for dear life— it would have been funny if the 
situation wasn’t so serious for both of us. I came up beside him in the choppy surf and 
handed him my plastic buoy, yelling at him to hang on. I dragged him, board and all, straight 
through the pilings and clear to the other side. I supported him as he dragged his board, 
upside-down, over the hard-packed sand.
 “What in the fuck were you trying to do out there?” 
	 That’s	exactly	what	I	didn’t say, because I don’t think my boss (who was right be-
hind me at this point) would have approved. Instead I told the guy, “Hey, it’s not the best day 
to learn how to surf, my man!”

Across Time.

 It’s been way too long since we last talked, Uncle Bob. Did you know that I still 
have your last voicemail saved in my phone? Whenever I want to, I can hear you. “Hey Jake, 
it’s your Uncle Bob. Just wanted to know if you were doin’ ok, how is school going!” Some 
days, when I hear you, I laugh. Other days, when I’m feeling down and I want to be able to 
talk back and forth with you again just one more time, I cry. But that record is precious to 
me, you know? I wouldn’t trade that one minute for anything in this world, or anything else.

What Must Be, Now.

 They didn’t give me a chance to say goodbye to you, Uncle Bob. Nobody told me 
that you were in the hospital because you’d suffered that heart attack. No one told me, or I 
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swear by all that I believe in that I would’ve taken every train, plane, or Uber that I could have 
to Sacramento that day, that minute, to Mercy General Hospital. They didn’t even tell me 
when you passed.
	 When	Dad	finally	called	me	to	tell	me,	I	threw	my	phone.	It	left	a	dent	in	my	phone	
case, and a hole in the wall. 
 I don’t think I’ve ever been so upset in my life, Uncle Bob. I know you wouldn’t 
want that for me and you wouldn’t want to see me sad but fuck, man. I would’ve rather seen 
you	one	last	time	than	take	a	Spanish	final!	I	don’t	know	why	they	made	that	choice	for	me,	
and I wish they hadn’t, but the past is gone now and the decision was made as it stands, for 
better or for worse. 
 I just didn’t want you to be gone, vanished, just like that. It was hard enough 
losing Grandma, just a year before—I held her hand on that last day, did you know? She had 
changed so much by that point that it was hard for me to recognize her. She looked tired, 
and so very worn down. I held onto those memories from when I was younger—of the two of 
us baking fudge together in the kitchen, leaving that red-and-white tin on the counter full 
for	the	rest	of	the	family	to	enjoy	after	dinner,		and	she	held	onto	my	hand.	She	squeezed	my	
hand so tightly as she lay there, on that pristinely uniform hospital bed, in that bland white 
ward that reeked of antiseptic and oozed harsh white light. She looked me right in the eyes, 
and didn’t remember my name. 

Winter Was Already Here.
 
 I had the chance to tell grandma that I loved her one last time, but I didn’t get the 
chance to say that to you. There was no goodbye, no tearful parting of ways. Just a funeral 
back home—your home, in Sacramento. The place you raised a family, the place you saved 
lives, the place you ran marathons, and swam every single morning and got breakfast with 
your coworkers from the hospital…
 The place where hundreds of people came to say farewell to you: coworkers, former 
patients, friends, family, me. 
 It was the middle of winter. It rarely snows in Sacramento, but the wind was biting 
and the air was cold. The sunsets came earlier every day—that precious, fading, golden hour 
of	daylight	vanishing	a	little	more	each	consecutive	evening	until—finally—the	sun	sank	
below the distant horizon for what seemed like the last time.

Jake Sanborn is a senior at the University of San Diego. He is double-majoring in English 
and Political Science. When he is not frantically trying to meet his latest writing deadline, he 
is probably enjoying a coffee with friends or exploring greater San Diego.
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“lip-picker” by Annie Seaberg

Annie Seaberg is a third-year visual arts major with no clue how to write a bio.
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Three Poems
 by Marisa Hanson
Cropper Winnter
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rooms by the sea
    After Edward Hopper

You’re given the matter-of-fact — the almost nothing. A wall, white and textured (stucco, 
maybe; wood, perhaps) cut by a blue-grey jutting up and out, out past the door jamb into the 
misty air. There’s a trapezoid of plastered light, a glowing white rhombus mirrored by pale 
yellow pine. The door opens out to the sea. Not the beach; the sea. You could step onto that 
door jamb ledge — feel the chopping wind, taste the salt — and jump into the ocean’s deep, 
weightless void. There is no shore. The floor is the closest you’ll get to sand, and when a 
wave crashes in, you’ll yelp and grab the precious china. The wood will be ruined. You must 
save the red armchair. Where else will you read your morning paper? No matter. The ocean 
is calling, so loud and so close. The light beckons you out onto the precipice. 
        JUMP.
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jaw as 
square as
tupper
ware lips 
flaky 
and sweet 
like the 
bakla
va some
one’s grand
ma might 
make but
i would
n’t know
i don’t 
have one
she died
they both 
did you 
told me
your aunt
on your 
mother’s 
side jumped 
off a 
parking 
garage
while we
were in 
bed your 
furry
chest doesn’t 
rise or

fall 
that much 
when you
sleep and 
sometimes 
i hope
you’ll lie 
in my
cocoon 
for e
ver but 
you and 
your wel
come heat 
always 
leave be
fore 2 
i hate 
it when 
you do 
that and 
also 
when you 
open 
the win
dow at
night it’s 
so cold 
won’t you 
hold me 
hello 
are you 
awake?

clinging
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Marisa Hanson is a writer and rising curator. She is interested in exploring phenomenology, 
sensuality, and the complexity of human relationships.

nabana

i grab one ripe banana from the grime
y kitchen counter and toss it between 
my hands right left right until i see brown 
speckles start to blur in an arc of yell
ow like a spanish fan (except bana
na) then dig my bitten nails into the 
skin-like peel sticky plasma spilling out 
of its new crescent pores and then at last 
i squeeze the guilty fruit until its guts 
spew out like pudding
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Two Poems
 by McKenna Christian
Cropper Runner-Up
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tadpoles

my thoughts, the tangible ones,
wade knee-deep in tadpoles
that blossom in my palms;
nothing ever looks this green
when I roll it over in my head.

couldn’t type do tadpoles need air
because my fingers are too sticky
licked with moss;
it’s homier this way,
lift my cupped hands to my ear
the unhappy ones squirm around
my earlobes and whisper about
their preference of whiskey to gin.

sliced shallots calm growing tadpoles;
found that in the faded dry pages
of a book that said
wrap the metatarsophalangeal joint
in heavy wet  cabbage leaves;
it lightens each inflamed footprint
weeded between my eyes.

I don’t like to watch the tadpoles
try to pull their tails out,
but I stare
smile at the weak ones
and tell myself:
the sooner they grow
tiny little frog toes,
the sooner they can jump
from palms drowned in pale absinthe.
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Orchard

Battered chicken leg,
bruised peach.
Rotting stems and spots of mold
glisten like a morning gaze,
with pupils that hold the memory
of the season we sent our 
handheld wooden boat
down the creek’s three-foot-tall 
waterfall and caught crawdads
having dinner with their family
beneath our feet.

I used my glance as
a huddle with you for warmth;
a look that cuts
not glass but rubber—
let’s just dress up as opposites
for Halloween,
unless you want to be
an alien again.

Maybe one Sunday
when we wear
age-speckled skin
we can dip our toes in the reservoir
where we’d skate over winter when
the world was just one big piece.
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Mention that time—
dad was sick
I showered in thyroid illustrations
and you sat
on the sectional couch
watching The Simpsons,
batting your eyes
in an attempt to
count how many pieces of me
dripped from your teeth.

The sprinkler was on
in the front yard,
we laid on the pavement
the simmering sun
to dry our worming bodies
after the rain.

Is it called baby blue
because robin eggs
get painted like frozen breath
at dawn
and babies sprout from
those freckles?
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McKenna Christian is currently a senior at the University of San Diego, studying to com-
plete her English major with an emphasis in creative writing and minors in Psychology and 
Gender Studies. She has performed her poetry with the Poetry Society of New York and has 
been workshopped at the 2018 Summer Literary Seminar in Tbilisi, Georgia, a program that 
works with Fence magazine. Her work has appeared in the Oakland Arts Review.
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“close-up of a fountain” by Annie Seaberg



Acknowledgments

A very big and very inadequate thank you to the following groups and individuals who made 
this journal possible: the Humanities Center, and  Dean Noelle Norton, Dr. Brian Clack, 
Dr. Mike Williams, Lindy Villa, Dr. Paul Evans, and Dr. Sara Hasselbach; Dorothy Crop-
per and the Cropper Creative Writing Center; the USD English Department, particularly 
Carla Petticrew and all the professors who continue to help and motivate us; and our faculty 
advisor, Dr. Malachi Black, whose support and guidance are indispensable.

61



Contributors

62



Beynon, Kyle served in the Marine Corps for 5 years while achieving the rank of 
Sergeant. During this time he participated in 3 overseas deployments through-
out 16 different countries while attached to the 31st Marine Expeditionary Unit. 
He is currently pursuing his undergraduate degree at USD for International 
Relations. 28

Christian, McKenna is currently a senior at the University of San Diego, 
studying to complete her English major with an emphasis in creative writing and 
minors in Psychology and Gender Studies. She has performed her poetry with 
the Poetry Society of New York and has been workshopped at the 2018 Summer 
Literary Seminar in Tbilisi, Georgia, a program that works with Fence magazine. 
Her work has appeared in the Oakland Arts Review. 57 

Frey, Sarah is a transfer student who is new to USD. She has loved art her whole 
life and hopes to become an illustrator. 20

Ghassemi, Leilee. 14

Hanson, Marisa is a writer and rising curator. She is interested in exploring 
phenomenology, sensuality, and the complexity of human relationships. 35, 52

Qureshi, Faiza is a young poet and artist from Westport, Connecticut. Her 
works are deeply inspired by the rawness of human nature and the beauty of the 
world around her. She loves sparkling lemonade, baguette sandwiches, and the 
glimmer of sunlight on a lake. 44

Sanborn, Jake is a senior at the University of San Diego. He is double-majoring 
in English and Political Science. When he is not frantically trying to meet his 
latest writing deadline, he is probably enjoying a coffee with friends or exploring 
greater San Diego. 42

Scott, Luree is an undergraduate student studying English and Theatre Arts at 
the University of San Diego. She is currently in her senior year and is looking 
forward to a creative future. 8

Seaberg, Annie is a third-year visual arts major with no clue how to write a bio. 
Cover, 13, 25, 34, 49, 60.

Witt, Hayden. 21

63

Vol. 5, Iss. 1



The Alcalá Review is an undergraduate literary journal based out of the University of San 
Diego. We accept submissions in fiction, creative nonfiction, poetry, visual arts and photog-
raphy from all current USD undergraduate and graduate students. Conceived as equal parts 
platform and workshop, The Alcalá Review is staffed entirely by students. While the artistic 
vision of each editorial board may differ, we are always committed to the personal growth 
of our readers and contributors, as well as to the publication of original perspectives from a 
multiplicity of voices.

We accept submissions on a rolling basis. Please note, however, that for consideration in 
our Fall issue all submissions must be sent by September 30th, and by February 28th for the 
Spring.

Contact us by mail at:

The Alcalá Review
5998 Alcala Park

Founders Hall #174
San Diego, CA 92110

Or by email at:

alcalareview@gmail.com

For more information, visit our website at:

alcalareview.org

The Alcalá Review

64



Vol. 5, Iss. 1

65




