
The Alcalá Review
Poetry • Art • Prose

Volume 4, Issue 2



To the Readers. 



Table  of  Contents
VISUAL ARTS

  Cover: Right Side Up  by Annie Seaberg

  Windblown by Marielle Krivit...................................2
  Artwork by Anna Isabella........................................15  
  A Rope in Urge of Breaking by  Annie Seaberg..........21  
  Garden Flow by Vivika Stamolis..............................28  
  Reflection by Annie Seaberg...................................35  
  Moth by Anna Isabella............................................40  
  Window 17 by Nina Montejano...............................43     
  Window 18  by Nina Montejano..............................44  
  Finding Peace by Sienna Todd................................45
  Photo by Lily Yates ................................................56
  Jessica by Mary Noya..............................................57
  Artwork by Anna Isabella........................................68
  Abstraxaphone by Marielle Krivit.............................77
  Strum by Marielle Krivit..........................................78 
  Life in Color by Annie Seaberg................................81    
  Bloom by Marielle Krivit.........................................84      
  Get Around Town by Marielle Krivit........................85
  Artwork by Isabel Taggart.......................................87



  Artwork by Mary Noya............................................88
  Artwork  by Isabel Taggart......................................89

FICTION

  Tethered by Leilee Ghassemi....................................7   
  The Cry of the Banshee by Hugo Werstler................22

 Winner of the Frankenstein Bicentennial Scary Story Contest
  The Day Before Trash Day  by Joe Duffy...................29  
  The Portrait by Kelly Wilson...................................36

NONFICTION 

  Pulling theYoke by Marisa Hanson ..........................47
  Lattices by MacKenzie Mendez................................58
  Asphyxiated Estrangement by Gurleen Kang.............69

POETRY

  The Photo from the Flea by Molly Lindsey................82
  The Din of Los Angeles by Zach Bernstein................83   
  The Cactus Garden by Zach Bernstein......................86

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS........................................90



Staff  List

Editor-in-Chief

Thomas Dolan

Poetry

Mitchell Evenson, Editor
Katelyn Starbuck
Jonathan Munsterteiger
Oliver Thiel
David Brose

Fiction

Kristen Jensen, Editor
Leilee Ghassemi
Michayla Mabourakh
Annie Seaberg
Colin Thompson
Irene Van Oosbree
Kelly Wilson

Nonfiction
Mackenzie Mendez, Editor

Gurleen Kang
Reid Arno

Anna Scharrer
Ale Esquer

Visual Arts & Design

Yin Chin Casey Huang, Editor
Faiza Qureshi
Nolan Peters

Tori Tanigawa

Chief  Copyeditor

Ale Esquer

Faculty Advisor

Dr. Malachi Black

1



Windblown by Marielle Krivit            Monoprint, 12”x13”

2



Letter from the

Editor-in-Chief

3



Dear Reader,

Here we are again. 
 Not to burden you with personal anxieties, but “Letters from the 
Editor” have always posed some serious problems for me. As a reader, 
the only scenario I can imagine myself seeking a Letter from the Editor 
(like, to read) is a particular kind of apocalypse wherein all the text within 
a 50-mile radius has mysteriously vanished, and all I’m left with is some 
six-year-old copy of AGNI and its letter from the editor. I’d probably 
also require some form of restraints, because 50 miles isn’t that far, and 
maybe I could find a cereal box or something. Then, as a writer, I wonder 
why I would ever write anything in a genre that no one has any interest 
in reading. It’s like sitting down to work on a radio play. Really, the Let-
ter from the Editor is just one of those conventions that to omit entirely 
would seem bizarre, but is, in fact, so generically boring that it’s skipped 
by the majority of individuals. Kind of like microwave instructions. Or 
Church. 
 So now that I’ve ruined my credibility, medium, and chance for 
salvation, allow me to introduce The Alcalá Review, Vol. 4, Iss. 2. 
 As you’ll soon see, this is the first issue of The Alcalá Review to 
include visual art—a blind spot in our publication’s history that we are 
happy to have remedied here. Among these pages you’ll also find pieces 
from our own staff, many of whom are graduating this semester. I cannot 
imagine a better, more bittersweet parting gift than their creative work. 
 I hope you enjoy this issue. I hope in its diversity of voices and 
ideas you find something of yourself. And at the risk of sounding sappy 
(if that last one wasn’t already) let me add that in my second semester 
as Editor-in-Chief I was again amazed/impressed/heartened by the 
submissions we received, the work of our staff, and the final copy of the 
journal. Enjoy.

Sincerely,

Thomas Dolan
Editor-in-Chief
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 Anita Farahani was simultaneously married to and divorced from 
him. 
 Married back home, but divorced where she lived, which was 
maybe more important. She did not belong to him anymore, legally. She 
did not have to share anything that was hers. She was single, legally, but 
tethered by their daughter. 
 When Dina was born, Anita cried. Not because she was emotional, 
or because he hadn’t bothered to show up to the hospital, or because she 
was in pain. She cried because Dina was living proof of her imprisonment. 
Dina, whom she had loved and cared for for nine months, was finally in 
her arms, but all she could think about was how easier life would be with-
out her. Dina was a part of him, which meant Anita was too. 

* * *

 “I wish you were dead.” 
 Dina’s voice was loud, but words, after a lot of repetition, lose 
their meaning. Anita tried to focus on the document she was reading, but 
angered by her lack of attention, Dina marched up to her. Her knuckles 
whitened around her phone, in sharp contrast to the crimson case. 
 “I hope everyone you love falls dead,” Dina said. The malice in her 
voice might have surprised others, but Anita recognized it from him. She 
had lived with it for years. 
 “I’m going over these documents, Dina, I need to focus,” Anita lev-
elled. She reminded herself that Dina was only fifteen, reminded herself 
that this was her father talking, mixed with hormones. She thought of the 
therapy session scheduled for the next day and took a deep breath. 
 “For custody?” Dina snatched one of the papers from Anita’s grip. 
“For fucking custody? How many times do I have to tell you that I want to 
live with dad?” There it was. 
 “Dina, you can’t live with him, he wouldn’t be able to take care of 
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you, you know he’s fighting this, trying to get custody, just because he 
wants to piss me off.”  
 Dina laughed. “Yeah, I know that. I don’t fucking care. I want to 
live with him to get away from you.” 
 Anita could almost smell the hatred. It lingered in the air, it 
spewed off her daughter, it had contaminated their home. It smelled like 
him. Without thinking, Anita stood up. She felt red in the face. “For mon-
ey? Because he lets you go wherever the hell you like? What is it?” 
 “I just hate you,” Dina said, calmer now, which made the hair on 
the back of Anita’s neck rise. “Why is that so hard for you to fucking un-
derstand?”
 Anita did understand. She understood all of it. She wished she was 
dead, too. 

* * *

 Anita met him when they were both seventeen. It was possible 
that she was initially drawn to him because he was her parents’ worst 
nightmare. He didn’t want to go to college, he hated his family, he wore 
baggy pants and tight-fitting tees and never took off his shoes when he 
walked into a house—didn’t even ask if he should. He had a huge inher-
itance, but he blew it all on a fancy house and other things that he did 
not need and the rest on gambling and drugs. He spoke no English at the 
time, a fact that Anita’s parents believed made him beneath them in every 
way possible because they were American citizens and they had travelled 
the world and everyone who was anyone in Tehran knew English. He 
had a cold stare and a long beard that he almost never trimmed, but he 
loved Anita. He loved her more than Anita loved him. He read her Per-
sian poetry and played her traditional music on his setar. The night they 
got married, he told her he loved her more than she could possibly ever 
love herself and that he would always know what was best for her. Anita 
regretted not running then and there for the rest of her life. 
 Her parents realized quickly that unless they helped the couple, 
their daughter would end up pregnant out on the streets. So, Anita’s dad, 
an extremely wealthy bank owner, signed over one of his accounts to 
him. Told him it was to take care of his daughter; it was for them to start 

 Vol. 4, Iss. 2

8



a family together. In their first years together, he was too stubborn to 
touch that money, even though he didn’t work, and Anita loved him more 
because of it. 
 It was years before the version of him that Anita had created for 
herself started to crack. He did nothing around the house. If he ever did 
pick up a dish to clean, he would break it. If Anita called from work and 
asked him to make some rice until she got home, she would walk into a 
smoky apartment and to an unusable pot. But it wasn’t until she became 
pregnant with Dina and recognized the permanence of what she had 
done that she started to hate him. And that was when he turned on her, 
too.  
 If Anita had left Tehran sooner, she could have gotten an abortion, 
like how she managed to get her divorce in the States once he followed 
them there. So perhaps it was fitting that she was still married to him in 
the country where she had her daughter. The two seemed to go together, 
no matter what. 
 From the moment Anita ran away from their house in Tehran to 
the moment she stepped out of the LAX airport, it took a total of twen-
ty-four hours. During those twenty-four hours, she crossed continents 
and oceans and put him as far away from herself as possible, but she still 
felt like she couldn’t breathe. Her throat felt tight and swollen, her lungs 
would not expand and contract. She hugged Dina and breathed in her 
scent in the back of the cab they took to Yasmin’s, her old colleague who 
had moved to LA years back. The plane and airports hadn’t destroyed the 
stench of sweat and cigarettes off of Dina. Anita wondered if the smell 
would ever go away; wondered if her daughter would reek of him forever. 
 Dina was then only six years old and Anita, unable to think of 
anything that wouldn’t worsen the condition of her breathing, started 
to tell her daughter everything that she could recall about their life. She 
told her which hospital she was born in, told her about her grandparents’ 
beautiful home with the maple trees in the yard, told her about the street 
her kindergarten was on with the willow trees that arched over the cars, 
reaching each other from opposite sides of the street. Dina was dosing in 
and out of sleep, but eventually her dark eyes found Anita’s and she asked 
what was going on. 
 “Remember the orange and black cat that had kittens behind your 
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auntie’s place? Remember how cute they were? Do you remember that 
trip we took, when dad was away, and went by the sea?” 
 Eventually, Dina started crying. Probably out of exhaustion, but 
in the moment Anita felt like she had upset her by talking about all the 
things she could never see again. Of course, Dina didn’t know that. Anita 
soothed her and kissed her head. 
“I just want you to remember,” she said. But what she really wanted was 
to choose what Dina would later remember because she needed her to 
forget the rest. 

* * *

 Dina told Anita that she barely remembered the house she lived in 
for six years. She remembered little about the city, and almost nothing of 
the country as a whole. She had one memory of being around four or five 
years old, sitting on the cold marble floor and looking up when she heard 
a loud scream. She saw the white kitchen countertops littered with what 
looked like black dust, she saw the sparkling chandelier and finally saw 
the toppled over statue of the bearded man. She remembered wondering 
why his beard was suddenly red. She asked him once about the statue and 
he said it was of Hafez, the poet, and that it was a birthday gift for Anita 
when they first started dating. 
 Dina recounted this memory, leaving out the blood, on their way 
back from therapy. Therapy was supposed to be helping her remember. It 
was the only reason they went back, since Anita had long given up hope 
of the sessions helping them reconcile. 
 “You don’t remember me in the corner?” Anita asked.
 “No.” 
 “You don’t remember him?” 
 “He wasn’t there.” 
 Anita drew in a breath. She wanted Dina to remember more than 
anything. She knew it was the trauma that was making her forget, she 
knew it was her brain’s way of protecting her, but if Dina was to have any 
future, she needed to remember. “He threw me against the statue.” 
 Dina rolled her eyes. “Not even a bulldozer could throw you 
against anything.” 
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 Anita felt a sharp pain across her skull, starting from under her 
left ear, where the scar was. She felt the scream that threatened to 
escape her throat, but she swallowed hard and pulled over instead. She 
couldn’t drive safely with the pain and the last thing she needed was to 
give him and his team of lawyers a valid reason to take Dina away. 
 “He—” Anita croaked, “He destroyed our lives. I don’t know what 
to do to make you believe that.” 
 “I believe you.” Dina turned towards her. “But that was how he was 
towards you. He destroyed your life, he actually lets me live mine, unlike 
you.” 
 That was something Anita had heard a thousand times before. It 
had started with minor things. He would tell Dina that if she stayed with 
him he would let her have her older friends over the ones who never said 
hello to Anita and hung out with Dina because her father provided alco-
hol. Then he started to catch up with Dina after court to tell her things he 
claimed he’d heard from Anita’s lawyers: “Mom is thinking of sending you 
to boarding school,” or  “Mom’s gotten a court order to bug my house,” 
or “Mom’s bought software to check your phone and she can track your 
location.” They were never ending. 
 Anita watched her daughter. Dina had bags under her eyes. She’d 
lost nearly fifty pounds over the past year. There were strands of her 
brown hair on her light blue jacket, so many of them that Anita could 
see them without looking too closely. Dina didn’t break eye contact. She 
stared at her mother’s green eyes, at her reddened cheeks, at her scar, 
and at her clenched jaw. 
 Anita wanted to reach out and hug her. Just for once, to reach 
out and pull her daughter into her arms without thinking of him. Of how 
much Dina hated her because of him. She wanted to smell her hair, even 
if it smelled like him, and kiss her forehead and take her somewhere far 
away. Somewhere she wouldn’t be able to run away from, somewhere 
they could stay and wait and talk and work through all his lies and emo-
tional manipulation. Instead, she remembered the time she packed their 
bags, lied about taking Dina to his place and instead drove to Yasmin’s 
cabin out in Big Bear. That was when Anita was hopeful, when Dina, then 
twelve years old, would still sometimes come sleep in her bed. Sometimes 
she would talk about school, or even about how tired she was of the cus-
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tody battle, without being prompted. The trip, however, made everything 
worse. Dina almost got herself killed hitchhiking back to Los Angeles. 
She left her phone in the cabin, not wanting Anita to track her. After the 
incident, Anita’s friends told her that Dina was too far gone, that Anita 
was better off letting her live with her dad. “There isn’t anything you can 
do anymore,” they said, “You’re just making her hate you more, making it 
harder for yourself, and you’ll never have a life of your own.” 
 “I want to throw a birthday party,” Dina said, without looking up 
from her phone. 
 Anita blinked. “What?” 
 Dina rolled her eyes. “Nevermind. I’ll just ask Dad.” 
 Anita thought back to the last time that happened. When Dina 
turned fourteen, Anita, in an attempt to mend their relationship after the 
trip, let him throw her the birthday party that she wanted. He called Anita 
at four in the morning, panicked because Dina had passed out, and she 
went over to be met with a trashed home and at least a dozen wasted un-
derage kids. Anita remembered walking into the room where he had laid 
Dina down in, only to be met with a curly-haired boy in neon green swim 
shorts pulling on her unconscious daughter’s shirt.
 Anita didn’t know what to do. She tried to think of something to 
say before this Dina, her Dina, was gone again. She said, “When do we do 
it? Do you want it to be on the day of your birthday or the weekend or—” 
 “The weekend of the 24th.” 
 Anita frowned. “Next week? But your birthday is almost a month 
away.” 
 “Alright fine, I’ll just ask Dad then.” 
 Anita rolled her eyes. As she started the car, she took a deep 
breath. “The 24th it is.” 

* * * 

 There were more preparations than Anita was anticipating. Dina 
didn’t want anything specific, except for the whole ordeal to appear 
“casual.” By this she meant that no dinner should be served because that 
would be too awkward. There were to be appetizers, “cool” things people 
could just pick up and walk around eating. There was to be no cake. The 
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lights were to be dimmed. Anita was to stay upstairs. 
 Anita agreed wholeheartedly. Dina didn’t ask for alcohol, didn’t 
even try to steal the keys to the pantry where it was stashed. But, most 
importantly, the minute Anita told him that she was throwing the party, 
he stopped calling. Dina said she hadn’t received a call either. 
 “Maman,” Dina called from her bedroom, while Anita mixed stew. 
 She almost dropped the wooden spoon into the pot. Dina hadn’t 
called her “maman” in years. She tried to recall the last time and remem-
bered that it was the day he arrived at LA, when Dina was ten years old. 
Anita got the call from Yasmin, who knew one of his cousins. Anita re-
peated how over and over, knowing that there was no way he could have 
afforded a trip to the United States, even if he had somehow gotten a 
visa, until Yasmin said, “He used the money from your dad’s bank account 
in Iran. The one he had access to.” Anita didn’t remember collapsing on 
the floor, but she woke up to Dina’s pleading voice: maman, maman, 
maman. 
 “Maman?” 
 Anita looked at Dina. She turned off the stove and laid the spoon 
over the pot. Dina sniffed the food and made a face, “See, this is why I 
didn’t want you cooking for my birthday.” 
 “Ghorme sabzi used to be your favorite.” 
Dina didn’t say anything. 
 “Did you need something?” Anita asked. She found it difficult not 
to comment on Dina’s use of “maman,” but knew that she would hate it if 
she did. 
 “I need to go shopping.” 
 Anita nodded and started walking towards her purse. “How 
much?” 
 “Can we go together?” Dina didn’t look up from her phone as she 
spoke and her fingers flew across her screen. Anita stared at her. She 
felt a pit in her stomach where she should have felt a spark of happiness. 
Dina’s behavior was so out of character that Anita couldn’t help but run 
through all the worst possibilities in her mind: Was she drunk? High? 
Shouldn’t Anita be able to tell? Had her dad put her up to this? 
 Dina glanced at her quickly and then put her phone away. “Or you 
can just give me two hundred bucks.” 
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 “We can go together, if you actually want us to.” 
 Dina shrugged. “Dad can just give me money, if you won’t.” 
 “We’ll go together,” Anita gulped. 
 Dina turned the corner of her lips in a way that, if Anita hadn’t 
known better, she would have thought almost resembled a smile. 

* * *

 After their shopping spree, Anita and Dina drove over to Yasmin’s. 
Even though Dina didn’t particularly like Yasmin, or anyone close to her 
mom, she made no objections when Anita made the suggestion. Yasmin 
and Anita sat down for tea while Dina went into the other room. 
 “So, how was it?” Yasmin asked, taking out the chamomile tea 
leaves that she reserved for Anita. She put up her grey hair into a bun 
before filling up the kettle with water.  
 Anita dragged her hands down her face. “I don’t know what is go-
ing on.” 
 Yasmin watched her. She could see the exhaustion in her friend’s 
face and could see the fear that clouded her eyes. Anita started to talk 
about their day; how Dina had actually been tolerable, how they had tak-
en turns trying on new things and how Dina hadn’t pushed her when she 
set a limit of a hundred dollars. Dina used the money to buy an outfit for 
her party, then spent the rest on beanies, scarves, and oversized sweat-
shirts that were apparently the new trend. 
 “He hasn’t called ever since Dina started acting this way. I’m start-
ing to worry. What if he did something or said something to her?”
 “Would that be a bad thing? It would mean she’s turned to you.” 
 Anita gave her a look. “I need to know what he could’ve done, Yas. 
You know what he’s capable of.” 
 Yasmin shook her head. “He wouldn’t hurt her.” 
 Anita didn’t say anything. Her phone buzzed with a message. She 
groaned. “My lawyer says Reynolds, his lawyer, is still threatening to take 
full custody. They also say I should stop fighting it because Dina is old 
enough to make her own decision, and that they seem confident that 
she’ll choose him.” 
 “Would she?” 
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 Anita thought of all the times she got Dina back only because the 
law was on her side. Every time she took Dina away from him, she was 
screaming and threatening violence, and Anita grew more terrified. She 
knew that after every incident and every threat that he had received from 
her and her lawyers, Dina hated her a little more. The situation became 
more helpless the more Anita fought. She was tired of going to court 
and tired of having to make friends and family fly in from Iran to testify 
against him, tired of having to fight to be a mother. She felt humiliated; 
the situation was a constant reminder of her mistakes and she just want-
ed to forget he ever existed. 
 Anita looked away from Yasmin. Tears burned her eyes, but she 
glanced up at the roof of the kitchen to stop them from spilling, then over 
at the refrigerator door. There were pictures of Yasmin’s family and Ani-
ta’s chest tightened at the thought of her own family.
 “None of this would have happened,” she whispered, “If he didn’t 
have the money.” 
 Yasmin took her hand. “You can’t change that.” 
 “If I hadn’t scared my parents into thinking I would run away with 
him, my dad would have never given him access to our money. He could 
have never fucking followed us here.”
 “Anita, this is why I keep saying you need to go back. You need to 
take legal action there as well. End this once and for—”
 “It’s not possible.” Anita shook her head. “I would never win and 
you know that. It’s a miracle I won here, considering all the tricks he 
pulled. And I would only ever put myself through that for Dina and she— 
she might just willingly go to him.” 
 For a moment, Anita considered the day they’d had, and started 
to entertain the possibility of Dina wanting to stay. What if she was right 
and he had done something that made Dina hate him? What if he finally 
told her directly that he didn’t even want her?
 “I think things might be changing.” Yasmin smiled. The kettle 
whistled. Yasmin poured three cups of tea, then disappeared into the liv-
ing room to take one to Dina. Anita texted her lawyer the usual response: 
They’ll have to go back to court to take her.
 A few seconds later, Dina walked back with Yasmin. Dina pulled up 
a stool to the counter and sat next to Anita. Her phone buzzed, but she 
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didn’t turn it around. “Did you tell aunt Yasmin about my party?” 
 “She did,” Yasmin said. “I hope you have a lot of fun.” 
 “I will,” Dina shrugged. “Mom kinda made it all happen the way I 
wanted it.” 
 Anita and Yasmin stared at her for a moment until Yasmin awk-
wardly chuckled and nudged Anita. “I’m really happy you feel that way,” 
she said.
 Dina nodded and looked down at her lap. She reached out her arm 
and gave Anita a quick side hug, then walked back to the living room. 

* * *

 Anita was happy to stay in her room during Dina’s party. She 
paced the room, smiling whenever she could make out Dina’s loud laugh-
ter through the music, and frowning every time she thought of him. It 
was unlike him to go so many days without calling Dina or Anita. He 
would never leave them alone. Anita took a deep breath; she thought back 
to what Yasmin said right before they said goodbye: “For the first time in 
a while, Dina is being your daughter. You need to enjoy that.” And she was. 
Anita felt genuinely happy. She felt lighter and lighter every day that she 
would come home to a Dina who wasn’t screaming or yelling or trying to 
run away. She would even occasionally get a half smile. She sat down on 
the bed, smiling to herself. Maybe Yasmin was right. 
 The music changed to a rap song with too many words that Anita 
was uncomfortable with. Normally, she would go down there and ask 
them to change it, but it wasn’t worth possibly losing whatever it was 
Dina and she were building together. She would be more ok with a mil-
lion things if it meant Dina would stay with her; safely and happily. The 
mental image of the two of them living together peacefully almost made 
her laugh out loud. What would he say to that? She could almost see it; 
his eyes would glaze over the way they did when he was seeing blood. 
He would probably try to charge at her, forcefully take Dina, yell that he 
would not stop until he got back at her for running away from him. But 
Anita would have the law on her side, and most importantly, Dina herself. 
They would go away again, without telling anyone this time, and he would 
never find them. 
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 She pulled out her phone and called Yasmin. As it rang, she walked 
towards the blinking printer in the corner of her room and absentmind-
edly turned it off. She spotted a piece of paper in the trash can that she 
didn’t remember throwing out. It looked like whatever had been on it 
had only printed halfway, but Dina’s name at the top caught her eye. She 
pulled it out. 
 “Hey! I was just about to call you. How’s the party going?” Yasmin’s 
voice filled her ears. 
 “It’s a ticket,” Anita said.
 “What?”
 “He’s bought her a ticket to Toronto. He— is that where he is? Is 
that why we haven’t heard from him?” 
 Yasmin could hear Anita’s breath quicken. Before she could say 
anything, Anita said, “The date—” 
 She hung up. She clutched the paper, threw the door open and 
ran down the stairs. The air was stuffy with the smell of sweat, there 
were boys and girls left and right, dancing, sitting on the floor, making 
out against the kitchen counter. Anita pushed past them, asking over and 
over if anyone had seen Dina. Someone yelled out that she was smok-
ing out back. Someone else said they saw her leave with someone. Anita 
checked the backyard, checked the bathrooms and the pantry and fi-
nally went to the living room. Something bright red caught her eye on 
the table. It was Dina’s phone. She grabbed it, and to her surprise, it was 
left unlocked. Instead of floods of group messages and flirty texts, Anita 
found only two chats: one with him and one with Reynolds, the lawyer. 
She opened the one with Reynolds first. He’d asked her what she’d be 
willing to do for him to get custody. 
 Anything, was her first text. I’ll say she beats me if I have to. She’s 
psycho. She’s never gonna let me live. Anita could barely read with the 
way her hands were shaking. She opened the conversation with him and 
scrolled up. 
 I just landed. Are we still good? His text read. 
 Yea, she’s so stupid, she actually thinks I want her to throw me a 
party or something. 
 He hadn’t responded. She’d said, Yeah, I told her I wanna go shop-
ping with her and she bought it. I can’t wait to just live with you. He’d 
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responded with a smiley face. 
 Thinking about the warm clothes Dina had bought and how she 
had insisted on throwing the party on the 24th, Anita scrolled down, past 
all the texts she’d sent him that had mostly gone unanswered, and arrived 
at the last one: Leaving now. She still doesn’t know. I’m gonna leave my 
phone cause I know she can track me. I’ll buy one at the airport to call 
you. She was truly her father’s daughter. 
 Anita could hear her heart pounding against her chest. She start-
ed considering her options. She could call the police, or airport security, 
which would be faster, tell them that she has full custody, that would stop 
her— she wasn’t allowed to travel without permission from both parents— 
she could even drive there herself, to avoid scaring her with the police, or 
she could just call him and tell him that he needs to tell her to go home 
because maybe Dina would listen to him and— 
 Anita drew in a breath. Her head was spinning, but her thoughts 
slowed. She sat down. She could hear the music and the cheers and 
screams, but everything felt oddly quiet and still to her. She steadied her 
hands. She could hear the voice of her friends echoing in her mind: she 
was never going to be able to live like this. Dina was the knife he held up 
to her throat; she was the chain he had around her neck. An odd calm-
ness overcame her as she thought of her with him, faraway in Toronto. 
 She turned off Dina’s phone, then her own, then stood up on the 
table. A few people immediately started staring at her, but it was difficult 
to get everyone’s attention.
 “I’m calling the fucking cops,” she screamed, her voice carried 
through the house. Someone lowered the music. “Unless every single one 
of you leave right this second.” 
 A few people waved her off, some grabbed their coats and walked 
towards the door. Some kid gave her the finger. Watching them, Anita 
thought about what would happen to Dina. She had always thought of 
the worst case scenarios: addiction, crime, or worse. She wondered if 
Dina would realize the truth and come back before all of that, but couldn’t 
bring herself to imagine it, her apologetic Dina, without running to her. 
And she knew she couldn’t— not anymore. 
 “I’m calling the cops.” Something about her voice startled them 
this time; they looked at her as if she was crazy, some yelling out fuck 
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you’s, but all eventually cleared out. 
 Once the last couple of them left, Anita stepped off the table and 
spotted a vodka shot. She downed it without thinking, sinking into the 
couch. She had never taken a shot before. She almost started to laugh at 
the thought, but the breath she took was released in sobs instead. 

Leilee Ghassemi is a senior at USD majoring in English with a creative 
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The Cry of the Banshee 

by Hugo Werstler
Winner of the Frankenstein Bicentennial Scary Story Contest
 [Its occurrence] is most strongly associated with the old family or 
ancestral home and land, even when a family member dies abroad. The 
cry, linked predominantly to impending death, is said to be experienced by 
family members, and especially by the local community, rather than the 
dying person. Death is considered inevitable once the cry is acknowledged.

-A definition of “Banshee”, from Celtic culture: a historical encyclopedia

***
 The morning was hot and sticky. The night before felt even worse. 
I had been in a foul mood since returning from work the day before, the 
blistering sun seeming to cook me along the way. No amount of cool wa-
ter seemed to quench my thirst and I became all together lethargic. The 
darkness of night brought no relief to the heat and I slept upon a twisted 
heap of sheets, fans lining the perimeter of my bedroom doing little to 
cool me down.
 I awoke all together depressed, my restless night bringing only 
darkened eyes into the new day. I suspect I would have remained in bed 
if it were not so warm, and it was to my benefit to make my way into the 
shower, setting the temperature as cold as the handle on the wall would 
allow.
 It was then that I first heard the noise. It came from outside the 
window up above me, meant as a method to let out the steam from the 
shower (though in that moment I doubted that I would ever use the 
hot water again). I was in the middle of letting the water run across my 
shoulders when I heard the noise. At the time, I could barely discern what 
I was hearing. I could not tell if it was organic in nature, or possibly the 
sound from some mechanical device. At the very least what I remember 
at the time was this: the sound was terribly sad. I remember hearing it 
for that moment, and in curiosity moving closer to the open window to 
listen. But as I did the water cascaded past me, hitting the bottom of the 
tub, and made all else unrecognizable.
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 The shower had worked marvelously to improve my attitude on 
the day. Feeling refreshed, I decided to risk a little more heat in order 
to enjoy a warm cup of coffee. It had been a habit of mine for some time 
during the morning to listen to the radio, either for news or music, as 
I prepared breakfast. I remember that morning I had chosen the latter, 
finding a music station of contemporary jazz that seemed to match my 
improving mood. The music playing, I set the kettle of water to boil and 
went to fully open the windows in the front room. Outside, the small 
patch of soil that was shared by my neighbor was being tended to.
 He was an elderly gentleman, kind and soft-spoken. He liked to be 
called by his first name, Jack. After a planter of mine had broken nearly a 
year prior, he had resolved to help me nurse the displaced plants back to 
health in our own little garden. Though our conversations rarely devel-
oped beyond small greetings and gestures, I believed that our relation-
ship as neighbors was good. It became a habit of mine to check on Jack 
whenever he worked in the dirt under the stairs and, over the weekends, 
I developed what I best could assume was his story in life. I learned of his 
military career from the ragged shirt he wore, the ship’s name that was 
written across the back escaping my memory to this day. I learned of his 
family as he cared for a sickly poinsettia, given to him by his son, who 
lived with Jack for some time after the passing of his wife. In almost every 
plant Jack tended to, I would learn more about her. 
 “Come now,” he would whisper to the soft petals, “Look sharp. She 
wouldn’t like it if you looked wilted.” I soon came to believe that she was 
as much a part of the upkeep of the garden under the stairs as the water 
and the sun. And though Jack never talked about his wife directly to me, I 
soon became accustomed to greeting them both when I walked past the 
garden and gardener.
 That stifling morning, Jack was out in full force, sporting a bright 
bandana tied to his brow and already up to his elbows in dirt. We greeted 
each other with a simple nod and smile as I opened the window of the 
front room and made my way back into the kitchen. It was in that quick 
succession of events that I heard the noise for the second time.
 Terrible sadness. I thought it to be the low baying of a dog. It was 
so difficult to discern what I was hearing. Sadness. And beyond that, I 
heard also pain. So unnatural the sound, like no dog I had ever heard be-
fore.
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 I knew it could not have come from Jack’s own dog. An adorable 
creature, whose tail was bent like a piece of wire. Its name always escapes 
me, my memory filled instead by its tail’s awkward shape, which gave the 
pup a delightful quality that I appreciated each time he walked passed 
my door. It was my belief that its original master was Jack’s wife, since it 
seemed to always like to smell around in the dirt of the garden, though 
always careful not to step upon the flowers themselves.
 No, the sound that I heard was too low, and seemed to be coming 
from someplace off in the distance. My assumption was it simply be-
longed to another animal. Some poor creature tormented by the rising 
heat of the morning. “It will pass,” I had said to assure myself.
 I continued to make my morning brew, the song on the radio en-
tering another wonderful solo by a trumpeter. Outside, I could hear Jack 
shaking a large bag of pebble rock to cover the soil, then brushing it out 
into an even surface like you would smooth out the wrinkles of a table-
cloth. As he passed each plant, I knew that he would pass his hands along 
either side, careful to not smother them under the rocks, forming small 
wells for each tender shrub. I could hear his delicate work continue as I 
finally poured the sweet cream into my coffee and sat on the couch in the 
front room. Along with the window, I had left the front door open, try-
ing to capture the smallest wisp of a breeze. Warm morning air filled the 
room as I sat there watching the steam rise from the top of my cup.
 Then the howling began yet again. Through the open door, I could 
see the little patch of shared soil and plants. Jack was there, looking off 
down the road at something out of view. The song on the radio ended and 
my apartment became noticeably quiet.
 Outside the cries continued, in earnest now. Sadness and pain; a 
shrill sound.
 “What a terrible noise!” I told myself, still somehow content at 
that time in believing it was something from my natural world. At that 
time, my coffee was still sweet and warm. At that time, the morning was 
hot and sunny. At that time, I did not know that the noise I was hearing 
was, in fact, the cry of a banshee.
 Jack had stood up, fixated on some point off in the distance that 
I could not see past my front window. He made no effort to look my way, 
and instead slowly walked backwards towards his own door. His eyes nev-
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er faltered from their line of sight. A sudden seriousness like I had never 
seen in him before took over, and beneath the bright colored bandana I 
saw the eyes of a soldier, looking out at what I could only imagine to be 
an enemy. He disappeared from the view of the front door. I could see his 
shadow walk past the light in the kitchen. Finally, his door shut, and in a 
sudden chill, I heard him twist the deadbolt lock.
 The wail came again; sadness and pain. I remind you, up till now 
I was living in a constant heat. Yet somehow, at that moment, with that 
sound echoing, the air became cold. I stood up, suddenly tense, unnerved 
by my ignorance to have let the sound continue for so long without giving 
pause to its source. My coffee was cold in my hands as I walked toward 
the open front window.
 “A dog has been struck by a car,” I told myself. A tragedy, yet, 
somehow, the thought comforted me as a reasonable explanation to such 
an unnatural sound. My heart ached for an answer now, feeling it begin to 
rapidly beat in fear. I stood up and walked to the front door.
 There was silence.
 My curiosity was insatiable.
 I opened the front door.
 Still, there was no sound.
 Outside, the ground was warm beneath my bare feet, but my neck 
was pricked with chills. I turned the corner, prepared for the worst.
 But out on the road, I saw nothing. No sign of violence or tragedy. 
Nothing unnatural to fixate my attention on.
 My chest was suddenly was gripped tightly in horror as I ques-
tioned myself, “What if the sound was not a dog?”
 “PAIN! SADNESS! FEAR! DARKNESS!” suddenly cried the banshee 
(The cry, dear reader, cannot be fully expressed in words. Instead, I have 

described to you what I felt in hearing those cries; emotions in their rawest 

and wildest forms). The sound! Like a gale of wind that strikes you so vio-
lently that your breath is taken out of your lungs. I found myself clutching 
my chest, instinctively protecting my beating heart.
 The road from my apartment goes up a low hill, the old neigh-
borhood stretching for miles in all surrounding directions. The banshee, 
as best as I could discern, was near the top of the hill, though her voice 
echoed all around me, a shadowy figure cowering in terrible sadness. 
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Stooped over, her dark hair covered her face from my view.
 “PAIN! OH, PAIN AND SADNESS!” she continued to wail. The 
sound had frozen me in place. I stood there, looking up from my place of 
vulnerability, exposed. It did not take long before she noticed me.
 “Pain...” Her cry was low now as she began to move. How she did, I 
do not know. She may have moved upon legs hidden from sight or simply 
glided like a wisp of smoke. Either way, she headed down the hill towards 
me.
 “…pain. Sorrow and pain! Alone…ALONE!” She cried, steadily in-
creasing again in ferocity.
 My legs trembled and I wanted to do nothing more than look away 
from her. To escape from the darkness before me. At that moment I knew 
her only as a figure of death, and my heart raced to stay alive. I could here 
the scuffle of steps beneath. Some capacity of my mind fought to move 
me away from the approaching danger. Move back towards the safety 
of my home. What once was warm concrete now seemed to be ice-cold 
upon my feet. My sight stayed ever fixed upon the banshee, her unnatural 
movement twisting and convulsing as she screamed. 
 “Fear. Sorrow! ALONE!”
 The bright day seemed to become a sudden shadow as she drew 
closer. I felt myself scrape against the brick side of the apartment com-
plex and, breaking my line of sight with the creature, I ran. 
 “PAIN! PAIN! PAIN!” The scream intensified behind me, the front 
door of my apartment just ahead. 
 But I could not reach it in time, tripping against the corner of the 
garden beneath the stairs and landing there next to the bed of flowers. 
Upon the ground I covered my head in my arms, eyes closed shut. Frozen 
in that place, I awaited my fate.
 “PAIN! PAIN! PAIN! PAIN! PAIN!”
 My heart continued to beat, the sound pounding in my ears, 
muffling all other noise. Even her wail was now quieted by my own body, 
by the rhythm of my heart. Between the gap of my arms I risked looking 
out over the garden. It was covered in her shadow. So close to my face, 
the details of the petals were clear to me, though all else was shrouded 
in black. Then a colorless finger reached out from over me, and delicate-
ly touched a flower’s head. I shivered as my horrible curiosity forced my 
eyes to follow the bony finger up and over me, to be met by the face of 
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the banshee itself. And in it I saw a terrible nothing, as if I glimpsed death 
itself.
 Then without any reason I could discern, the banshee moved on 
as if caught by a sudden breeze. I lay there, cowering in terror upon the 
entrance of my home as she moved back out onto the road.
 “Fear. Sorrow. Alone.” She continued her wail, and for a moment I 
believed her focus was upon the patch of soil with its new cover of pebble 
rock in front of me and my home. I was immobile, fearing I would have 
remained that way even in the sweltering heat, if the banshee had not 
moved on. As she departed, noises of a normal nature suddenly returned 
in full, and I quickly slipped back into my home as quietly as I could. 
 As I shut the door, I noticed then the newest addition to the small 
garden that resided between my home and Jack’s. A shrub with pale 
and delicate white flowers: jasmine. I knew this not from an extensive 
knowledge of botany, but from the whispers of my neighbor. Whispers of 
the name of his late wife, said tenderly as he lay there on his hands and 
knees, his work like a prayer; a eulogy for the deceased. I can only reason 
that the formidable creature visited the garden to pay her own respects, 
staying only a moment before moving on. Moving forever upon the face 
of this earth as the last outcry of life before the eternal silence.
 That day I tell you, I encountered an ancient and powerful being. 
The banshee’s cry was terrible and unforgettable. A warning I believe, 
to always appreciate the heat of life, no matter how sweltering the days 
may become. To stave off the chills of death, or suffer the consequence of 
embers gone cold, leaving only ashes in the howling wind.
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The Day Before Trash Day

by  Joe Duffy
 Dahlia Lorenzo’s big frame thundered through the front doors. 
She went straight to the register, laid both hands flat on the counter, and 
began drumming her plump fingers over the polished wood surface. The 
gold ring on her left hand smacked sharply against the countertop.  
 Cullman emerged from two rubbery flaps leading to the back 
room. He wore pinstriped blue coveralls that, with wear and dust and 
dirt, were turning a dull grey. He lifted a tattered, oil-streaked rag from 
the back pocket of his coveralls and wiped his nose. He pulled his cap 
down over his sweaty balloon of a head. 
 “May I help ye?” he said.
 Dahlia calmly held her left hand up in front of his face. The whole 
ring finger was colored a dark purple, almost black near the ring itself. 
Cullman waited for her to say something but she just stood there with 
her hand up in front of him, face blank. He wiped his forehead and began 
fiddling with the rag in his hands, twisting it around one finger and then 
untwisting it. 
 “We got some WD-40 and the like,” he said. “Aisle 12, I think.”
 Dahlia just stood there. Sweat dribbled down her forehead and 
past her wire-thin brows. Suddenly, almost imperceptibly, her eyes wid-
ened. She removed her hands from the counter, folding them over the 
front of her dress. 
  “You’re bleeding,” she said. 
 Cullman felt the blood pooling on the crest of his lip. He put a 
finger to his nostril and brought it back in front of his face. He wiped the 
blood on his pant leg. With two fingers, he pinched his nose and tilted his 
head backwards. 
 “Yep,” he said, speaking like a kazoo. “Sure looks like I am. Shit, 
must be the heat.”
 He turned from her and disappeared into the back. Dahlia placed 
her hands on the counter and resumed her drumming. A few minutes 
passed. Beads of sweat dropped soundlessly between her fingers. She 
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looked at the flaps that Cullman had disappeared into. 
 The flaps burst open and there he was again, a wad of tissue 
stuffed up one side of his nose. The blood seeped through the tissue and 
a fine crimson rim quickly formed under Cullman’s left nostril. 
 “So what can I do ye for, miss?”
 She raised her left hand and spread the fingers apart. She wig-
gled the ring finger a bit. She had a flat, indifferent expression that didn’t 
betray much in the way of emotion, and wore a long, sleeveless yellow 
dress dotted with little cartoon pineapples. The fabric looked thick and 
heavy, clinging damply to her broad shoulders. Cullman looked at her and 
winced. Dahlia towered over him and he had to crane his neck to look up 
at her. He stuck out his bottom lip and pushed his slender hips against 
the counter. 
 “Look, miss, I’m gonna need words. I just need ye to tell me what 
ye need. I’m not a mind reader or nothin’ like that.”
 “My husband died. This ring is too tight and I’d like it removed,” 
she said. Her voice was soft and kind, yet commandingly precise. She 
spoke with patience, clearly and carefully enunciating each syllable. 
 Cullman puckered his lips and slanted his eyes. People tended to 
take him for a fool and he looked at her for a few more moments but she 
just stood there without saying or doing anything more. He straightened 
up again and pulled the rag from his back pocket. He dragged it across his 
forehead and then held it in front of him with both his hands. He coiled 
the rag around his index finger, uncoiled it. 
 “Well, I’m real sorry about that,” said Cullman. “We got WD-40, 
aisle 12, like I said. I could walk over there with ye, show ye exactly where 
to find it.”
 “I tried that. George kept some in the garage. I tried butter, too. 
Melted it in the microwave for twenty seconds then stirred my finger 
around in it,” she wiggled the finger. “But nothing.”
 The swollen finger lingered in the air between them. Cullman took 
the bill of his cap in his fingers and tipped it upwards. Then he scratched 
his temple and pushed the tissue further up into his nostril. His hands 
went back to the rag, coiling, uncoiling. 
 “Well, miss, I’m real sorry about yer husband and all, but what is 
it exactly that you ‘spect me to do? This is just a lil’ hardware shop. You 
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tried calling the fire department?”
 She slowly eased her hand down onto the counter. 
“No, no. It’s not an emergency or anything. It’s been this way for a while. 
Then I’m at the stove this morning, frying eggs, humming a little song, 
and when I turn around with the pan George is there on the linoleum, 
stone dead, newspaper scattered all over.” She gave a little shrug, “And 
I figure there’s no need to keep wearing this thing.” She tapped the ring 
twice against the countertop. 
 Cullman’s mouth was a black hole. A line of yellow teeth like a 
warped picket fence poked out of the blackness. His hands quit fiddling 
with the rag and he ran his fingers over his dusty coveralls. He cleared his 
throat, “You said this mornin’? That he died this mornin’.”
 She nodded. 
 “Well then, miss,” he began to coil and uncoil the rag again, faster 
now, “what are ye doin’ here? I mean, I’m sorry if that sounds rude and all 
but…well, I’d just think that ye got other things to attend to.”
 “You don’t have to be sorry. I’m here because my ring is too tight,” 
she said, tapping the ring twice against the counter. “And I need to get it 
off. Just because I lost my husband doesn’t mean I should lose my finger 
as well.” 
 “True, true, I suppose.” Cullman stroked at the blonde stubble 
on his chin. He looked down and then up again, gazing past Dahlia and 
toward the front doors. He imagined the cracked asphalt parking lot 
outside baking in the sun. His eyes suddenly went to her fingers on the 
counter. He nodded at the ring.
 “Why didn’t ye get that thing off before? Ye said it’s been like that 
for a while? If it’s botherin’ ye, why not have it off and find somethin’ a bit 
bigger?” 
 “Because I loved my George. And this was his mother’s ring. And 
her mother’s and so on. There’s only one of these. And my getting fat—“
 “Fat? Oh please, miss, why ye look just lovely—“
 “My getting fat is no reason to break a fine tradition such as that 
one. Maybe I’m not beautiful, but I’m a woman who knows what commit-
ment means, and George knew that. A woman like that is a hard thing to 
find these days.”
 “True, true, I’ll tell ye that’s a fine thing indeed.”
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 A fly hovered over the top of Cullman’s ear. He ducked his head to 
one side and slapped at the air around him. 
 “Damn things, always the most out when it’s the hottest.”
 He raised the grey rag, drenched with sweat, and dabbed at his 
forehead. He ran it down his face, pinching the bridge of his nose, mov-
ing it toward his chin. He crumpled up the rag and tucked it halfway into 
his back pocket. He took the tissue from his nose and held it in front of 
his face. He examined the blood and rubbed a finger along the rim of 
his nose. He sucked in hard enough to produce a strangled little cough-
ing noise that leapt from the back of his throat. Then he leaned to one 
side and spit a bloody glob of mucus into a wastebasket hidden beneath 
the counter. He had almost forgotten about Dahlia, standing across the 
counter, but there she was, just looking at him with two big hands pleated 
across her soggy yellow dress. He heard the buzz of a fly once again. 
 “You thought about a funeral at all?” he asked, but then quickly 
added, “Sorry, I don’t know what I’m sayin’. A funeral. He just passed this 
mornin’ and I’m askin’ somethin’ like that. ‘Scuse me. I’m never real good 
with these—sensitive things.”
 “It’s all right. George never wanted a funeral. Said he would rather 
have me throw him in to be collected with the garbage.”
 Cullman grinned, “Hm, a little morbid, huh?”
 “Well, death is morbid with or without a funeral, is it not? And 
they are so expensive too. George never could understand why people 
would pay so much money to toss a body in a ditch somewhere. He fig-
ured if he went in with the trash he’d end up in just about the same place 
anyway.”
 “So now that he’s dead…I mean that sure’s a thing to say, I get it, 
but now that he’s gone, whatcha gonna do with him?”
 “I did exactly as he wanted.”
 “Did?”
 “Sure, wrapped him up this morning. Two black bags. Pulled the 
knot nice and tight. Opened the lid, placed it in, closed it, wiped my 
hands. Then I came here.”
 Cullman eased his elbows onto the counter. He rubbed his chin 
and let his thumb wander up along the curve of his jaw. His tongue lin-
gered on the porcelain crown of one of his molars. Dahlia breathed slowly 
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but heavy enough that he could hear her across the counter. He watched 
as the huge body under the dress sunk and filled again with every breath. 
 A shaft of yellow light flew across both of them. Dahlia turned 
to see the door fall shut behind the man who had entered. The stranger 
sighed and pursed his lips, looking past Dahlia toward Cullman, who nod-
ded politely. 
 “About as hot as new dog shit out there, huh?” the stranger said, 
and wiped his brow with a dramatic flourish. Cullman smiled without 
showing his teeth and the man disappeared into one of the aisles. 
 Cullman turned to Dahlia and made his voice low and raspy, barely 
more than a whisper, “So your husband—George?—George is stuffed in 
two plastic bags in your trash bin right now? That’s what you’re sayin’?”
“Compost, but yes,” she said, nodding. “I told you, it’s what he wanted. 
And—sorry what was your name?”
 “Cullman.”
 “And, Cullman, I’m a woman who knows about commitments. It’s 
not something I take lightly. In fact, I pride myself on it.”
 “Why, it’s gotta be at least a hundred degrees out.”
 Dahlia shrugged.
 The stranger from earlier made his way to the counter. In one 
hand he held a bundle of silver nails wrapped in a thick rubber band.  He 
wore clunky brown boots with heels that clicked against the hardwood 
floor. He stopped just behind Dahlia and eyed the cash register. 
 “Please, I’m not in line,” she said.  
 Dahlia swung her great frame to make way for the man, who 
smiled and took two steps forward. He put the bundle of nails down on 
the counter and dug into his back pocket, pulling out a black leather wal-
let brimming with cash. Dahlia headed toward the front doors.
 “I should get going,” she said. “Many things to do today. Thank you 
for your help.”
 “Well it seems I didn’t help ye at all,” said Cullman. “In fact, I feel a 
bit sorry for it.”
 “Oh, don’t worry.” 
 Dahlia had the handle of the door in one hand. Cullman picked the 
bundle of nails up off the counter and the stranger pulled a ten from his 
wallet. As the backside of Dahlia’s dress fluttered through the doorway, 
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Cullman shot his head up and, worried she wouldn’t hear, yelled, “Try the 
fire department!” 
 She stretched her heavy pink hand back through the slit of open 
door and wiggled that pulsing violet ring finger two times, a tiny white 
diamond winking in the day’s heat, before letting the door fall shut behind 
her.

Joe Duffy is a senior majoring in English at the University of San Diego. 
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The Portrait 

by Kelly Wilson
 Elisa loved art exhibits. She always had, but she never told a soul 
about he secret affair with the quiet exhibition halls and the faces from 
different centuries. The wide eyes of old portraits kept her secrets and, 
unlike the rest of the world, neither demanded nor rejected her words. 
She dreamt at night that her favorite paintings would come to life, reach 
out of their ornate frames, and show her how they had become immortal-
ized in their silent conversations with those who viewed them, so she too 
could say everything and nothing at once. 
 She often thought her words inadequate, and always thought 
paint and canvas would have suited her better. Anyone who knew her 
would have thought the sentiment insane. Elisa’s work had been pub-
lished around the country, and she knew she was regarded as one of 
the most expository and daring journalists of the last decade. She had 
plaques and certificates in her home office to prove it, and yet her inabili-
ty to connect with canvas had always plagued her mind.  
 The commercial success she received in her first year had ap-
peased her overbearing mother enough to stop her absolute aversion to 
Elisa’s career as a writer. But Elisa was convinced not even death would 
stop the maternal hounding, as no matter what she wrote or who she in-
terviewed, her mother was never pleased. After fifteen years of constant-
ly lagging behind her mother’s expectations, she quit her job in defiance. 
She also hoped that in letting go of everything she had worked so hard 
for, she would find something, anything, that inspired her. 
  She began regularly going to the museum she and her father 
would visit in the last year of his life before he died when she was seven. 
She wasn’t quite sure why she went, only knowing that she felt mocked 
by the inhabitants of the museum and haunted by the memory of her 
father. He had favored the modern art section of the museum, with its 
sharp blocks of color and purposeful lines. Her childhood memories orig-
inally drew her there but she found comfort, as she also had when she 
was young, among the portraits of the people who felt more real to her 

 Vol. 4, Iss. 2

36



than her father now did. The old faces held more weight in her mind than 
he did, and expressed more than she felt her words ever could, and asked 
just as many questions. 
 The first time she saw him, silently studying her favorite paint-
ing, a young girl in a navy dress standing in a yellow field of grain, in her 
subtle gold frame, the fourth painting from the right, Elisa knew he was 
having a conversation with the round-faced girl he saw on the canvas. 
The painted girl looked over her shoulder at the man, as if she was ques-
tioning his persistent stream of communication. Her face was impassive 
as she listened to whatever thoughts he was mentally whispering to her. 
 His cabled sweater hung loosely over his frame, and from afar 
Elisa saw him clasp hands behind his back, pulling the sleeves over his 
fingers. He bowed his head as if he was apologizing to the painted girl, 
and she tilted her head to listen to his silent confession. He finally nodded 
slightly, his appeal apparently made, and walked away.
 Elisa waited until he was out of sight before she moved in front of 
the painting. The pastoral peace of the girl’s face, the arch of her eye-
brow, beckoned Elisa to follow her into the grassy field in front of her if 
she wanted to know anything more. She held a bushel of wildflowers in 
her hands behind her back, and Elisa couldn’t help but see it as a mockery 
of the stance the man had taken moments before. She looked into the 
eyes of the girl and searched to find any imprints of the previous viewer. 
For once, she wished that the painting was not silent, and that she would 
tell Elisa the secret guilt that man had carried with him, and whether or 
not he had been forgiven for his crimes. 
 It wasn’t until after Elisa saw him five separate times in front of 
the painting that she decided to approach him. She stood next to him 
in silence for a moment, and noticed the paint smattered on his cotton 
t-shirt. He caught her looking and smiled with his eyes. Elisa recognized 
this as a greeting, and she immediately understood that he had also 
noticed her own fascination with the shepherdess in the painting. She 
continued the conversation aloud, “What does she say to you?” 
 “Everything,” he said after a moment, “but nothing. It’s quite frus-
trating actually. I can’t quite get her out of my head. Everytime I am here, 
I feel guilty, like I...” He had been looking at the painting, but suddenly 
turned to look at Elisa, his face flushed with embarrassment. “I’m sorry, I 
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tend to ramble, I should introduce myself first. I’m Dean.” 
 Elisa shook his hand and completed their formal introduction, 
feeling like it was unnecessary, as if she already knew him. 
 Standing there side by side, he told her that the girl haunted his 
dreams, calling to him, asking him to crawl inside the frame and never 
return. He said he couldn’t paint anything other than sad replicas of her 
portrait in a desperate search for originality, for something more. “It is 
the definition of insanity, this repetition,” he added as an afterthought. 
Elisa could not tell if he was speaking to her, the painting, or himself. The 
girl’s eyes sparkled with a tantalizing answer and the two of them leaned 
forward towards her, both almost convinced that she would share her un-
utterable secret this time.
 Elisa broke the moment with a small laugh and asked if he wanted 
coffee. Outside of the gaze of the painting, they discussed their favorite 
artists and authors, and whether or not they liked the taste of cilantro. 
She said no, and he said yes, adding that he liked it despite being one of 
those people to whom it tastes like soap. He told her about his family, his 
distant parents across the country and his little sister who lived just down 
the street. His parents, much like Elisa’s mother, disapproved of the artist 
their son had become, but took the opposite approach in their efforts to 
course-correct his life and hadn’t spoken to him in years. By the time the 
coffee was cold, forgotten in favor of their discovery of each other, Elisa 
knew she had finally found something—someone—to inspire her. She 
finally felt like she had things to say, and more importantly, someone to 
listen. 
 When he showed her his studio, Elisa painted for the first time 
in her adult life. The childish tree stood alone in the middle of a canvas, 
reaching up towards the neon yellow sun in the corner on which Dean 
had drawn sunglasses and a smile. He worked on a commission for a 
friend and walked her through his technique, even letting her paint a 
couple strokes. The paint got everywhere despite Elisa’s best efforts and 
she spent much of the night washing it out of her hair once she got home.
 They often spoke of their hopes for the future. Elisa imagined her-
self on his arm at art exhibitions, his painted hands finally acknowledged 
for the worth she saw in them. He spoke to her of his desire to paint her a 
perfect portrait so she could finally be a part of the world of her beloved 
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painting and so he could finally be free of it. They returned to her often, 
never tiring of the beauty they found in the painting, searching together 
for their own separate answers. Elisa would sit for him as she wrote while 
he tried to paint her, the lines of her face molding with the face of the 
young girl. 
 “Sit up straight, you know, like one of those stuffy old kings,” Dean 
told her once. “Yes! Exactly like that, don’t move,” he said through his 
laughter when she pointed her toe and threw her head back, putting one 
hand on her hip. 
 “Now all I need are some tights and a powdered wig and you 
wouldn’t even be able to tell the difference.” She turned her head to look 
directly at Dean, and smiled before saying in a poor British accent, “You 
wonder how uncomfortable it must be to live a peasant’s life....”
 “No, stay still! Stay still.”
 When she didn’t, and continued in her embodiment of an appar-
ently very nasal English monarch, Dean splattered paint at her from his 
position behind the canvas.  In moments she had lunged out of her seat to 
instigate their first, but not their last, paint fight. After these whirlwinds 
of shrieks and curses and paint, they usually ended up on the floor, out 
of breath from laughter. They almost always were covered in whatever 
material Dean had been using that day, with Elisa’s portrait defaced with 
a mustache or completely obscured by giant splatters of paint. These 
canvases were the only ones they always kept, and her favorite one, the 
one with Dean’s large handprint square over her half-drawn face, hung in 
her home office next to her college diploma. The others, the ones where 
Elisa successfully sat still until the end, Dean was hesitant to keep, always 
doubting the light on her cheekbone, or the curve of hair over her ear. 
 Their obsession with the painting was eventually what drove them 
apart. Elisa’s desire for him to reach his full potential was frustrated by his 
inability to find inspiration in anything else other than the painting. She 
worried that, like herself, he could only connect with the intangible and 
that he only loved her because she reminded him of the painting, and she 
often saw much of the young girl in the paintings of her that Dean made. 
A postcard featuring the portrait was the only thing Dean kept hanging 
on the wall in his studio, and everytime he scrapped one of Elisa’s por-
traits, none of them suitable to hang next to the tiny piece of cardstock, 
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she felt hidden in its small shadow. 
 “This looks nothing like me,” Elisa finally said after one particularly 
tense sitting. The stillness had been heavy when she stood to look at his 
progress, “I wonder who she is.” 
 “I wish she would tell me,” Dean put his paintbrush down and 
walked to bathroom to wash the paint away from his hands, leaving Elisa 
to look alone at the easel.
 When Elisa told him she did not want him to paint her anymore, 
and that he should try something new, he reluctantly agreed, at first. He 
would go sit in front of the young girl with his sketchbook and charcoal. 
When she went one day on her own and found him there, they were both 
stunned that they had found their way to her alone. She told him this is 
not what she meant by something new. He told her that she was a hyp-
ocrite, that at least he was inspired by something. He yelled that at least 
he was trying to find his way out of the paint and that she only wanted 
to become it, and that she was only frustrated because it was impossible. 
She told him she never wanted to see him again. 
 And so Elisa left, unable to be in the space where they existed, her 
favorite person and portrait. She found a new job, near a beach, as far 
away and as different as possible, and tried to begin writing again. After a 
year, she had done nothing substantial, so she decided to visit her moth-
er and return to the museum again. She went with guilt and anger in her 
chest, thinking that maybe, hopefully, he would be there, right where she 
had left him in her mind, ready to receive her apology.
 As she wandered through the museum, she was aware that she 
was avoiding the painting and the memories the she held in the breezy 
field. When she finally made her way to the room where the young girl 
hung on the wall, Elisa’s breath froze at the strangers that she found 
there. She turned away almost as soon as she had entered the gallery. 
In her slow ramblings away from the girl, she stumbled upon a rotating 
exhibition hall where the museum often featured local artists. The quiet 
space was near a bright nostalgic room full of some of her father’s favor-
ites pieces, and she remembered once it had held a series of tiny wood-
cuts the size of her seven-year old hands. This time, however, Dean’s 
work was unmistakable on the white walls, and so were the lines of her 
own face in the piece hanging on the wall furthest from her. The portrait 

The Alcalá Review

41



was small, and yet Elisa felt overwhelmed as she looked into her own per-
sonal painted mirror. The little plaque told her the painting was untitled 
but said simply, We have finally become what you wanted. 

 

        
Kelly Wilson is a senior graduating in the Spring of 2019 with a double En-

glish and Spanish major, and a minor in Gender Studies.
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Pulling the Yoke

As Celia bent over the paper, Dorothea put her cheek against 
her sister’s arm caressingly. Celia understood the action. 
Dorothea saw that she had been in the wrong, and Celia 
pardoned her. Since they could remember, there had been a 
mixture of criticism and awe in the attitude of Celia’s mind to-
wards her elder sister. The younger had always worn a yoke, 
but is there any yoked creature without its private opinions?  
    - George Eliot, Middlemarch

 Wide awake, I listened to the sound of the crashing waves and the 
coin-sized mosquitoes zipping around my bedroom. I knew I hadn’t slept 
much, but it wasn’t until 6ish that I realized I’d unconsciously lain awake 
all night in a low-humming panic. Carmen was sick, and the sticky-un-
sticking sound of her feet in the hallway jolted me from near-sleep like a 
prelude before the chorus of vomit and diarrhea that was to come. The 
poor thing, the poor fucking thing. I almost felt sick by proxy, dangerous-
ly close to an anxiety I hadn’t felt in months thanks to good therapy. In 
any other illness-related scenario with any other person, I would be just 
ecstatic it wasn’t me; this time, I wished I could absorb the burden.

We—Carmen, our friend Hailey, and I—went out in Sayulita that 
night. As we walked together towards the front door, Carmen turned to 
me with an uncharacteristic look of concern.

“I feel weird,” she said. “Do I have a fever?”
I imitated our mother’s tender routine, resting the back of my 

hand on my own forehead before placing it on Carmen’s, right above her 
thin blonde brows. 

“You feel fine to me.” 
She shrugged. “I’m probably just psyching myself out then.”
She wasn’t. And she wasn’t fine. My eyes watered with tears as 

I watched Carmen double herself over in the street, chin to knee, and 
wretch, the shrimp tacos from lunch spewing out of her mouth and onto 
the dusty cobblestones. I could do nothing and I felt responsible, like I 
often had being her older sister. The yoke was mine to pull.

by Marisa Hanson
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* * *

 It’s expected, in typical sibling hierarchies, for the weight of re-
sponsibility to fall on the shoulders of the firstborn. But how often do the 
roles reverse? How often is the oldest allowed to unload their Atlas-like 
burden, relinquish their protector status, and admit defeat? And how is it, 
then, that the younger sibling is ready and willing in such a task? 

* * *

 Carmen and I sat in her new Toyota Corolla under the concrete 
canopy of a Costco gas station. Some obnoxious house song played over 
the speakers, and the Corolla’s windows and leather seats shook with 
every booming beat. Carmen chomped on a breakfast bagel. The steam 
from its sausage patty was trapped in my nostrils. I imagined I would 
probably be able to hear the glugging of the gas nozzle if the music wasn’t 
so loud. Costco people — that is, old white people, grass lawn people, 
people with shih tzus and timeshares in Palm Springs — were staring at 
us. The music was too loud.
 “Hey,” I said. Carmen kept chomping. “Hey!” yelling louder. She 
turned to me, egg spilling out of her stuffed mouth. “I think we should 
turn the music down.”
 She shrugged and took a giant swallow, only to go in for anoth-
er big bite. “No,” she said, with a full maw. “Who the fuck cares?” She 
reached towards the dashboard, turned the volume knob sharply to the 
right, and started to dance.

Carmen is my sister, the life-long companion I didn’t get to 
choose. She has always been this way — stubborn, defiant, anti-authority 
— a disposition she blames on the planetary alignment at the time of her 
birth. “I can’t help that I’m a Pisces,” she chimes, reprising her permissory 
mantra. I should have known that my perfectly sensible request would 
inevitably be turned on its head.
 The breakfast bagel I bought for myself sat in a paper bag at my 
feet, getting cold without so much as a nibble. I tried to remember the 
last time I had eaten. Dinner last night, I thought, surely. But I had pushed 
the plate away, much to my mother’s stewing frustration. It was the same 
array of chicken and broccoli I had refused the previous night, and the 
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night before that; the pathetic coagulated meal fated to return to the 
pyrex tupperware container in the fridge under the eggs. 

Carmen noticed I hadn’t touched the bagel.
 “It’s because you’re sad,” she said, as if I needed reminding.
 We were on our way to the desert, sans timeshare, in the middle 
of January. It was Carmen’s idea, but I was the one who needed it. I had 
developed a case of what I call the “winter break blues,” characterized, 
usually, by some shitty triggering event (re: breakup) followed by feel-
ings of utter depletion and worthlessness; inexplicable dread leading to 
anxiety attacks in the worst possible places, like family functions and job 
interviews; the kind of nausea you can’t hold until you get home, vomiting 
out of the car door at red lights; nightmares that jolt you awake at 3AM 
— sweating, panting — night after night after night after night; and food 
that goes cold on the plate in front of you. I let so much food go cold that 
I lost ten pounds. I wasn’t worried; I knew I’d gain it all back when I was 
happy again, and maybe, I thought, the desert would make me happy.  

Speeding up the 15 freeway, Carmen looked as out of place as I’d 
ever seen. I used to drive her everywhere — to school, from school, to 
parties, from parties — until, at 21 years old, she thought it was time to 
get her driver’s license. Just a few months ago, I reluctantly taught her 
how to drive. I felt like a hostage on a Grand Theft Auto racetrack. She 
white-knuckled the steering wheel and jerked around turns. She braked 
either too early or too late, nearly grazing a back bumper or two. She 
switched lanes with a death wish, darting an eyeball to the rearview mir-
ror, crossing her fingers, and hoping for the best. 
 “Brake for speed bumps! Brake! Fucking brake, Carmen, for the 
love of god!”
 I clutched the hinged plastic handle I never thought to use before 
and braced for the end. She screeched to a stop and our torsos flew for-
ward, caught by the seat belt lock.
 “Don’t yell at me like that!” she whined. “It freaks me out!”
 I caught my breath, regaining stasis and resisting fury. “You need 
to slow for speed bumps.”

* * *

The Alcalá Review

49



Our relationship has seen speed bumps, and we haven’t navigated the 
figurative ones too well either. As family legend would have it, I asked 
for Carmen to be returned to the hospital the moment I saw her. I don’t 
remember this, and surely neither does Carmen (being fresh-birthed, 
and all), but still, she doesn’t let me forget: a simple “I love you” could be 
returned with a “you didn’t even want me.” 

I can imagine what it might have been like for me, a spoiled only 
child, to see my angelic mother walk through the door with a ruddy little 
bundle of a threat cradled tightly in her arms. Maybe it’s the amplified 
version of the feeling I used to get when people called Carmen “the pretty 
one,” or the frustration I still feel when someone refers to me, in front of 
my face, as “Carmen’s sister.” Boys I dated made the concentrated effort 
to assure me that I was far more attractive, which only further convinced 
me that the converse was true and they were trying to overcompensate. 
Sitting for lunch one afternoon at the Laduree in SoHo, a flashy male 
escort seated at the table next to us handed Carmen his number, and 
though the thought of being offered made me cringe, a part of me was 
jealous and resentful. 

To be two years apart in age is to be like two lions in a den: sim-
ilar in size and looks, but always meant to be pitted against the other. 
One always has to be stronger than the other, faster than the other, more 
beautiful than the other, or be able to outsmart the other, and the com-
parison is almost always brought on by the jeering of spectators begging 
for a fight. 

* * *

 Our mom always dressed us the same, bought two of everything 
in a medium and a small. There are thousands of photographs to prove it: 
the one in front of the Mexico City cathedral with denim Winnie the Pooh 
skirts and chunky white tennis shoes; one with the heinous pink Peruvian 
sweaters that our dad bought and our mom, riddled with guilt, forced us 
to wear tied around our waists; lime-green Powerpuff girl t-shirts; at Dis-
neyland in orange cargo pants; holiday parties in identical red velvet. It 
was our uniform until it wasn’t, and I don’t know when we started dress-
ing ourselves, but once we did, a decade-long fight broke out with only 
brief intermissions. We started stealing each other’s clothes. First, it was 
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a shirt for a shirt, a skirt for a skirt; then, her favorite for my favorite, lost 
for months or with ketchup stains on the front.

“Did you take my butterfly top?” I might’ve asked. 
“No,” Carmen might’ve replied, walking out of a separate room in 

the very butterfly top I referred to. 
“Give it back!”
“No! You took my sparkly pants!”
“Only after you stole my shorts!”
“Yeah! Because you took my —”

 And a fight would break out. 
Most days, we played together with our Barbies from lunch until 

dinner, crafting elaborate multi-chapter series even George R.R. Martin 
would applaud, but these play dates often ended with fights so violent 
we’d limp away with casualties on par with the Battle of the Bastards. 
Carmen kept her nails long for the sole opportunity of digging them into 
the flesh of my pale arm, and the moment I’d wack her away in self-de-
fense, she’d let out a primal scream, high and shrill like metal on metal. 

“Maaamaaa!” There she fucking went. Unbelievable. “Marisa hit 
meee!”

Our mom ran over with terror in her eyes, never any less terror 
than the last time.

“Marisa, how could you? She’s your little sister!”
“But —”
Before I could defend myself, my mom yanked me by the arm 

and shoved me away. She took Carmen into her arms, much like she did 
coming home from the hospital, and smoothed her hand over her blonde 
sweaty bangs. 

“Ay, mi niña.” She cooed, wiping away her tears. “Mi niña po-
brecita.” Poor thing, my ass! She started it! She always started it! But of 
course, Carmen was never to blame. The trial was over and I was guilty as 
charged. 

* * *

 I looked out the window, focusless; the valley that cradled the 
freeway blurred, looking like almost nothing more than a sickly green 
wallpaper. We were halfway to Joshua Tree, but my head was just about 
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everywhere else. A house track that sounded identical to the last one, and 
the one before that, played like upgraded white noise to my tune-out. 
Carmen interrupted the beat.
 “I’m sorry,” she said.
 “Huh?” I snapped out of my trance. “For what?”
 “I was harsh earlier, you know, about the bagel, and you-know-
who.”
 Sometime between the gas station and the freeway on ramp, Car-
men said something along the lines of just get over it and eat the damn 
bagel! He’s not even worth it. I remember the apology better than the 
insult. It wasn’t Carmen’s M.O. to hold herself accountable.

* * *

 Carmen visited me in New York the summer I worked at the Whit-
ney. After spending a particular day apart, we made plans to meet at the 
Museum of Modern Art later in the afternoon. I waited patiently for her 
outside the entrance. Four o’clock on the dot. It was humid and I wanted 
to go inside. I don’t know why I didn’t; I could have told her to meet me 
in the lobby, but for whatever reason, I waited outside like a dumbass. 
She was 10 minutes late, then 20, then 30. The excusatory text messages 
came in one after the other. 

4:11 Hey, I’m still at Grant’s apartment, leaving now.
(Grant was Carmen’s mediocre pseudo-boyfriend who also hap-

pened to be in New York for the summer, working some soul-sucking 
finance internship at Chase, or Bank of America, or Douchebag Enterpris-
es, or whatever.)

4:23 Sorry, just leaving. Big fight.
At 4:30, I called her. 

 “Where are you?” I asked, before she could even let out the cus-
tomary “hello.”

She could already foretell my anger because I’m “such a Capri-
corn” and, depending on which astrology website you check, Capricorns 
are neurotically punctual, among other things. 

“I’m walking to the 86th Street Q,” she said, “I’ll probably be there 
in half an hour.” 

Frustrated, I held back tears. “We were supposed to meet at four. 
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I’ve been waiting here for you...” 
The tears were coming now. Passersby pitied me, but only enough 

to justify their staring. I rose into hysterics. 
“The museum is closing at five! I’m so fucking sweaty! Why didn’t 

you—”
“I’m sorry,” she blurted, her voice heavy with remorse. “I know 

you’ve been waiting and I’ve been totally inconsiderate of your time and I 
don’t know what else to say except that I’m sorry. I’m really sorry, Marisa. 
I’m sorry.”

I was shocked. It was about as many “I’m sorry”s as Carmen had 
ever dealt to me, and maybe the first I’d heard in months. She didn’t even 
use the “I’m a Pisces” excuse.
 I continued to cry, having moved from the entrance, squatting in 
the gutter next to a bewildered construction worker on his smoke break. 
Carmen broke the silence.
 “Will you let me buy you some earl grey ice cream to make up for 
it?”
 I chuckled. She knew that out of all the excessively niche $10 ice 
cream flavors they carried the 3rd Avenue Whole Foods, earl grey was my 
favorite. 
 “Sure,” I said, with a chuckle and a snort. “I’ll be over there soon.”

* * *

 It was 6AM and I couldn’t feel my toes. The outside of the tent, 
which became coated in a thin sheet of ice overnight, was starting to 
thaw with the sunrise. A drop of water kept hitting me in the same spot 
on my forehead no matter how or where I shifted my body in the tent. 
Plop. I flipped around. Plop. I sat up. Plop. 
 I was awake for most of the night, jolted awake around 2 AM in 
a hysterical fit. As my heart rate slowly began to drop, the details of the 
nightmare dissipated and I was left only with the tears already crusting 
on my face. The sleeping bag next to me wriggled and flipped over. Two 
fluttering eyelids peeked out from an opening in the puff.
 “Stuff your sleeping bag with some of your clothes,” Carmen said, 
groggy. “It’ll keep you warmer.” 
 Carmen knew the cold was only part of the problem, but refused 
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to acknowledge the big fat It. Rightfully so, I thought, for a moment. We 
came to escape! We came to forget! We came to have fun! Maybe if I kept 
saying it to myself I would believe it, like setting an intention before a 
yoga class. We came to have fun. This is fun. This is fun. 

“G’night,” Carmen said, drifting off again.
“Night.”
I stuffed a wool scarf and a fleece jacket down by my feet and 

waited for morning. 
The next evening, Carmen and I settled in a hot spring RV park 

on the outer rim of the Salton Sea. The woman working the night shift at 
the rental office asked if we were “420 friendly,” and when we shrugged, 
she assigned us a site next to a washed up hippie clan living in a ding-
ed-up Airstream. We pulled up, and the sound of the nearing engine must 
have awoken the dreadlock-sporting monster within. It was just like the 
movies, smoke spilling out of the open door like Grendel from a fog. We 
hesitantly stepped out of the car.

“Hey ladies,” weed-Grendel groaned. 
Neither of us replied. The monster took a seat in a limping chair 

on his makeshift patio and I hovered anxiously around our site, useless, 
while Carmen set up the tent. 
 “Can you get me a rock?” she asked.
 I paced around — a rock, a rock — until I found one, smooth and 
lovely like the ones on Windansea Beach. I pranced back to the tent and 
handed it to her with pride. She sighed and rolled her eyes.
 “A big rock. I wanted a big one, so I can hammer these stakes in.”
 “Well,” I began, dejected, “You should have specified.”
 “I thought it was implied!”
 It wasn’t worth fighting about. I pocketed the nice rock and went 
to find a big one, somewhat annoyed at her inability to appreciate my 
aesthetic taste. 
 Once the tent was set up, we treated ourselves to a soak in the 
hot spring baths. Carmen plunked herself into one tub and I took the one 
next to her. A large old man waddled over shortly after and claimed the 
one next to me, moaning as he slid his body into the water. He settled in, 
sloshing around, and quickly took note of my sad, blank stare.
 “Hey, sweetie,” he bellowed. I already knew this was going to be 
bad. “You should smile! Look around! You’re in paradise!” 
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 I wasn’t sure what kind of person would consider an RV park on 
the Salton Sea “paradise,” and I wasn’t sure if I could muster the energy 
to tell this man off. Before I could open my mouth in attempt, Carmen 
leaned forward so she could look past me, straight at the man.
 “Leave my sister alone, asshole,” she said. “She doesn’t owe you 
shit.”
 The man, wide-eyed, sealed his lips tight and sunk back into the 
water. I turned to Carmen and mouthed a silent “thank you” as she leaned 
back onto the rim of the bath with a smirk. 

* * *

 We stopped at a Starbucks on our way out of the desert; Carmen 
had to pee. By the time she returned, I was crying. Alone time wasn’t 
good, and neither was sad music, nor cars, nor Snickers bars, nor jean 
jackets. Not enough space, too much space. She planted herself in the 
driver’s seat and put her key in the ignition before she noticed my de-
spair. 
 “You know what we’re going to do?” she asked.
 “What?” I mustered, sniffling.
 She fiddled with her phone and turned the volume knob all the 
way to the right. 
 “We’re going to listen to JoJo’s version of ‘Marvin’s Room’ and cry 
together.”
 I burst into tears, somehow taking comfort and new agency in the 
permission she gave me. She started to cry, too, singing along with the 
lyrics. We sobbed loudly, almost louder than the music, unashamed of the 
desert-dwellers who stared at us in contempt. 
 “Should I turn it down?” Carmen asked, darting her swollen eyes 
towards the judgemental pedestrians around us. The speakers were on 
the verge of blowing out.
 “No,” I replied. “It’s perfect.”

Marisa Hanson is a writer and rising curator. She is interested in exploring 

phenomenology, sensuality, and the complexity of human relationships.
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Lattices

 I grew up in a house with granite countertops. They stand, as 
they have always stood, in three parallel lines that slice laterally across 
our kitchen. They’re not the first mentionable thing my mother’s guests 
encountered when they walked into our house, but they’re the thing that 
those guests would almost certainly mention first. Entering by a glossy 
black door that opened only in response to a series of pounds from a 
bronze, lion’s head door knocker, my stepfather’s business colleagues and 
their gilded wives would pass, without comment, through a carefully cul-
tivated foyer, pausing by a curving staircase and beneath a conspicuous 
chandelier to kiss cheeks and pass along bottles of wine. They would walk 
past an impressive mahogany grandfather clock and take in a series of 
strange little oil paintings that immortalized our long-dead relatives. By 
the time they reached the vintage four-legged Victrola that stood beside 
the coat closet, they would have started to soak in the heat of the house, 
which my mother always kept at seventy-one degrees, and to smell the 
amber musk that rose softly and consistently from the two candles she 
kept burning at either end of every room. They would experience all 
of this quietly, perhaps indifferently, speaking of the drive over, or the 
weather, or the neighbor’s lawn, but their small talk would falter as they 
moved into the kitchen (the only way of gaining entry to the dining room, 
to my mother’s constant dismay) and saw, for the first time, the cold black 
granite gouging the space. The men would label the counters “striking” 
or “impressive,” and the women would turn to my mother to ask who had 
helped her find slabs that were large enough not to need seaming. 

The thing they responded to, I think, the thing that made those 
countertops so impossible to pass by without noticing, was the way that 
they sparkled. The granite was a deep black with tiny, almost impercep-
tible, flecks of silver worked in. As you moved, these flecks bounced the 
kitchen light back towards you, making the surface glimmer and mutate 
with each little shift. My mother always played down the sparkle when 
her guests asked about the countertops. She would laugh and brush the 
compliments off casually, insisting that she only picked them as a conse-
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quence of her laziness — “The black hides everything” she would say in 
a mock whisper, or “I only have to clean them twice a week!” This com-
ment, or some iteration of it, was a constant fixture in my mother’s house 
tours, and it was a lie. The sparkle that was so alluring to her guests had 
to be fostered. It was quickly dulled by smudges from her children’s sticky 
fingers, and cereal bowls, and spilled coffee on rushed mornings. It re-
quired three separate cleaning products applied in three separate stages 
for the glimmer to emerge. Individual spills, it was true, were difficult to 
discern, but the sparkle could disappear in a matter of hours if my moth-
er wasn’t careful. 

Of course, the sparkle wasn’t entirely the result of this thorough 
polishing strategy. Granite sparkles because it’s an intrusive igneous rock, 
a rock that is born from magma, that hardens deep within the earth’s 
crust. The cooling process of an intrusive igneous rock is slowed by the 
thick layers of earth that lay atop it; these layers form a blanket that in-
sulates the magma, nurturing the growth of crystals. Crystals form as the 
molecules of different minerals are provoked by the heat emanating from 
the earth’s core and then gradually suffocated into submission, forced 
into molecular stability in the form of a repeating pattern called a lattice. 
Lattices are uniform, and abiding, and they are lovely to look at.

My mother’s childhood home did not have granite countertops, 
but it it did have lattices. Her mother (my grandmother) was named Lin-
da, and she baked things. The lattice pastry that crowned her apple pie 
was always crisp and uniform, glistening golden-brown with the toasted 
egg wash she painted on ten minutes before taking it out of the oven. My 
grandmother was a stay-at-home mom, a woman my mother describes 
as “very intelligent, and very frustrated.” She dropped out of college when 
she became pregnant with my mother, quickly married my grandfather, 
and grew proficient in housekeeping, cooking, canning, and sewing. 

“Some of that was because we were poor,” my mother says, “But 
some of it was because she didn’t have any opportunities to get out and 
do things. Willard wanted her in the house, and we did what Willard 
wanted.” Willard is my grandfather. He has a favorite catchphrase that 
elucidates this point: “Everyone gets a vote,” he says, “but I have veto 
power.” 
 My grandmother dreamed of being an artist in her younger years. 
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She was taking a class on Winslow Homer and painting milky landscapes 
at a community college when she met my grandfather. She realized she 
was pregnant with my mother near the end of Homer’s ouvre, just as 
the class began to study his late seascapes. She married my grandfather 
within two months (the wedding pictures all taken from the waist-up), 
and gave birth to my mother six months after that. The three of them 
lived in a little white house in west Eugene that my grandfather paid for 
by working construction and that my grandmother kept warm and neat 
while he was away. My mother grew up in this little white house, and she 
grew accustomed to its neatness. Things had places and they stayed in 
those places. Any deviations were dealt with privately, or not at all, and 
the air in the house grew taut with order. When my grandfather told my 
grandmother the chicken was too dry at dinner, my grandmother would 
respond by murmuring something like “Is that so?” When my grandfather 
set his fork down and forced her to meet his eyes, affirming only after she 
felt the white heat behind his stare that yes, it was so, they would then 
fold their napkins and recede into their bedroom, emerging once the rip-
ples in the order had been smoothed back down. My mother remembers 
the chicken becoming too dry almost always after my grandmother said 
something unsavory, like musing about going back to school, or express-
ing an interest in accepting a part-time job she had been offered at the 
hospital gift shop where she volunteered. When they returned to the ta-
ble, my grandmother would abandon her dinner and set about preparing 
dessert, broiling the peaches or plating the pudding, asking my mother 
and her brother bright, meaningless questions as she whirled about the 
kitchen.

“There’s power in appearances,” my mother says today. “There’s a 
responsibility to shield children from things that might hurt them. I don’t 
blame my mother for any of it — she taught me all sorts of fabulous life 
skills: she taught me to sew, and garden, and how to clean — I learned 
all sorts of stuff. But she didn’t teach me…” — there’s a long pause here, 
where my mother narrows her eyes slightly and looks up, visibly reset-
ting after a few moments — “What I thought was love was not really love, 
it was really obedience.”  So my grandmother taught my mother all sorts 
of fabulous life skills. She taught my mother how to keep a household, 
how to adapt to the pressures of running a family, how to stabilize and 
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harden against the molten life that flowed around her; she baked pies and 
showed her the role that lattices played in the making of a home.
 That my mother and my grandmother reinforced their homes 
with the same structures has always seemed strange to me. They ar-
rived at those homes under entirely different circumstances, presumably 
equipped with different notions of what a home should (or at least could) 
look like. My mother had her children late and worked until she was thir-
ty-seven, not turning her full attention towards keeping a household until 
she married her third husband and found herself with two new children 
and an extra two thousand square feet to maintain. She was not “poor,” 
and she had “opportunities to do things.” She quit her job of her own 
volition, and worked full-time to establish our home by choice, and yet 
her approach to establishing our home was fundamentally similar to her 
mother’s. Life was reactive, never proactive — you changed in response 
to pressures. You never questioned the way the home was built, or the 
stresses that shaped it. You polished yourself against them. Of course, my 
mother’s home, and the life she built in response to it, was not petrified 
by the circumstances under which it was erected. She made adjustments 
as she went, remodeling the guest bathroom, and then the kitchen, and 
then the living room. She joined a pilates class and started learning about 
interior design. She molded and refined the surfaces of her life until they 
fit seamlessly into the scene around her, and they grew smooth enough 
that disturbances in that scene would slip past with ease. She went to 
soccer practices and Country Club luncheons with her Prozac in a stain-
less steel pillbox on her key ring. She congratulated the father of her 
children graciously when he announced he’d be marrying our nanny after 
dropping us off one weekend. She cooked dinner on granite countertops 
and pretended not to notice when my stepfather stayed late at the office 
to sleep with Dianne from accounting, greeting him with a smile when he 
sat down to the table and closing their bedroom door firmly behind her 
before demanding to know where he’d been. Eventually her life came to 
reflect the lattices in her granite countertops, or on my grandmother’s 
pies: it was uniform, abiding, and lovely to look at. But it took longer than 
it had taken my grandmother, and the forces that acted on the two wom-
en were different; the forces that molded them into uniform, glittering 
lives were different. That the surface expression of these unique pres-
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sures should be the same is not at once self-evident.
 It might be reconciled by considering where my mother’s lattic-
es come from, by locating them in the granite and understanding where 
igneous rocks are found. We mine them from the crust of the Earth, the 
part that makes up the continents. A layer of brittle rock that they call 
plutonic rock comprises this crust. Plutonic rock is rigid and immutable; 
it has stood unchanged — colliding together and rifting apart, but never 
transforming — for about four billion years, making it nearly as old as the 
Earth itself. What causes these collisions and rifts is the roiling of the as-
thenosphere, the 400 miles of hot, viscous rock that underlies the crust. 
The asthenosphere pushes up against the ocean floor, tearing it apart as 
it reaches the surface, incrementally creating new sections of volcanic 
rock (basalt, it’s called) on either side. The ocean floor spreads apart and 
pushes itself into into the continental crust. At these points of collision, 
the continents’ plutonic rock engulfs the heavier volcanic rock, sending 
it back down into the center of the earth, moderating the destruction by 
subsuming it. The pressures that underlie plutonic rocks are constantly 
changing, recycling; the asthenosphere is constantly bubbling up in new 
iterations of violence, and the crust always swallows it, burning beneath 
but remaining cool and still on the surface. You would imagine that the 
structures of plutonic rocks would have recycled and reformed over the 
years, that the changing pressures and circumstances would alter the 
way the surface looks. But that’s not really how it works. The surface is 
constant, unflinching. Though pressures may change, the response to 
those pressures remains the same: subsume violence, bury disruptions — 
smooth the ripples back down. 
 Not all disruptions are so easily buried, however. There are times 
when the asthenosphere proves too powerful for even the plutonic rock 
to control, times when it bursts through the granite crust and incinerates 
any trace of lattices, leaking lava all over the carefully controlled exterior. 
These sort of eruptions result from hotspots, or exceptionally hot plumes 
of rock rising in the asthenosphere. They produce volcanoes that erupt 
violently and erratically, anticipated only by a series of slight earthquakes 
which serve as warning signs for those who live in surrounding areas.
 Eight years into my mother’s third marriage, something like a 
hotspot appeared in our home. My mother remembers this time as a 
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period of stress; she had found out about most of my stepfather’s affairs 
and threatened to divorce him if they didn’t end quickly. My stepfather 
started coming home later and later, sleeping on the couch more often, 
kicking our dog and losing his temper over things like burnt popcorn, or 
scuffs on the driveway. The warning signs were there, the tremors were 
palpable, and my mother tried to shore up our home against the inevita-
ble eruption. She started seeing a marriage counselor, she sent the dog to 
stay with my grandparents, she went to their room more frequently and 
shut the door behind them more firmly when conflict broke out. 

“I did what I could to minimize it,” she tells me. “It was minimized. 
It was not without effort. None of it was without effort.” 

But on a sunny Friday afternoon, all her effort was suffocated by 
the eruption anyway. 

“It didn’t really hurt,” she says. “I mean, he didn’t really hurt me. 
I knew he was never going to lose control—he wasn’t going to kill me, or 
anything. But it was a serious enough deviation that I called his bluff, I 
changed the locks. I wasn’t willing to let him be in my house unless he 
straightened up.” 

The incident that didn’t really hurt flowed through our house 
like lava; it didn’t surge but crept slowly across the second floor, pouring 
down the stairs and finally out of the front door, leaving an angry red sea 
in its wake.

I remember standing in front of this invisible, molten flow, stand-
ing at the edge of the impossibly long fourteen feet of hardwood floor 
that lay between my mother and me. I remember that her door was 
closed, and my feet were bare, and that I had stopped walking just as my 
toes reached the seam in the wood that marked the end of the study and 
the beginning of the hallway. I remember standing there for awhile, para-
lyzed by fear at the thought of trying to cross it. 
 When I finally did cross, I sprinted. The door stuck on the jamb 
and opened with a violent clatter, making a long “boing” noise that was 
embarrassing somehow, so wildly incongruous it was with the sight of 
my mother rocking herself back and forth in a little ball on the ground. 
She was on the phone with her friend Debbie, and she kept repeating the 
same thick, tear-soaked words over and over: “I don’t know what hap-
pened, I don’t know, I don’t know what happened, I don’t know.” She hung 
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up the phone when I crouched down next to her and hugged her awk-
wardly, squeezing her as tight as I could with arms not quite big enough 
to reach all the way around her shoulders. She started crying harder and 
her mantra changed: “It shouldn’t be like this, you shouldn’t be seeing 
this, it shouldn’t be like this, you shouldn’t be seeing this.” 
 Eventually she calmed down and said something different.

“We could leave, you know. We would be poor, but we were poor 
before. We could do it.” I remember not knowing what to say to this, and 
anyway being distracted by the way her face looked. I was trying to figure 
out how much of the swelling was a result of her tears and how much 
of it was from my step father’s hands, and whether we should take her 
to the hospital because her face was swelling a lot more than my friend 
Dylan’s had when she got hit in the head with a tetherball at recess last 
week, and Dylan got a concussion. 
 But then Debbie got there, and I stopped having to figure things 
out because she was an adult and I was a kid. Debbie was my mom’s clos-
est friend and her most unexpected one. She worked for the city, wore 
khakis every day, kept her hair cropped close to her scalp and never wore 
makeup. Debbie was responsible, no-nonsense. She fixed things when 
things went awry. She put my mom to bed, and sent me to read in my 
room, and went about changing the locks on all of our doors. She stayed 
the night in the guest bedroom and threatened to call the police when my 
stepfather tried to come back later that night. 

When I woke up, Debbie and my mother were having coffee in 
the kitchen with a pink box of donuts set between them. My mother only 
ever ate donuts when she was with Debbie. Eating a maple bar and drink-
ing coffee on Saturday mornings had been a ritual they shared in college, 
and they occasionally resurrected it in times of need. I remember feeling 
comforted by this scene, maybe because it signaled to me that some kind 
of equilibrium had been restored, that a contingency plan had been en-
acted and a familiar checkpoint had been reached. Debbie was there, and 
she was rational, and she fixed things. I felt confident that she would be 
able to fix this too. When she finished her donut and hugged my mother 
goodbye, telling her to call if she needed anything, I supposed that meant 
it had all been fixed.

“It was far from ‘fixed,’” my mom says. “But we had taken a step 
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that morning, reached a decision.” 
I found out what that decision was the next morning, when I 

came downstairs to find my mother cooking waffles in boxy black sun-
glasses. My step father was reading the paper at the table. I took my seat 
next to him and listened to them exchange bright, meaningless chatter, 
answering whichever bright, meaningless questions were directed my 
way. It was just the three of us — my brother was spending the weekend 
at a friend’s house, my stepbrother and sister were with their mother 
that week — and we sat and ate our waffles. When we were finished we 
cleaned the kitchen together, and my mother wiped down the granite as 
she always did, with her three separate cleaning products applied in three 
separate stages.

“Leaving was never an option,” she says today. “When you have 
children you will get this. There are different roles that we play in the 
world. Leaving would have been easy: I could have run away to find a man 
that treated me like a Disney princess. But the fact that my relationship 
wasn’t Disney princess looks completely irrelevant to my responsibility to 
raise you.” 

She says she knows this because she had left before. She was 
married to a physically abusive man for eleven months, and she left him. 
She was married to an emotionally abusive and adulterous man for eight 
years, and she left him. She had built two houses and watched both of 
them break, and she was not ready to surrender a third.

“Children need...stability. Don was a good father to you, and to 
your brother. I believed Don could get better, that we could grow and 
change, and we did. I made a concerted effort to find a way to resolve the 
situation, to understand where he was coming from, to create goals, to 
set limits. I have bloomed where I’m planted and I am proud of it. It’s not 
without effort.” 
 For most of my life I have assumed that my mother’s blooming 
where she was planted was, in fact, a consequence of insufficient effort. 
Things did get better, and she and my stepfather did grow and change to-
gether. But their growth was gradual, and arduous, and mostly impercep-
tible to an adolescent eye. When everything went back to normal I devel-
oped a distaste for the kinds of structures that kept people locked in such 
states of normalcy. I developed a distaste for closed doors, for marriage, 
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for love in general. For years, I considered my mother’s attachment to 
her home with contempt. The words “We could leave” and the immediate 
reservation that “We would be poor” reverberated in my mind and led me 
to see granite countertops as a hallmark of weakness, of shallow women.

 I can see now that it’s more complicated. Eventually I grew up, 
and got out of my mother’s house, and from my new vantage point I saw 
a number of lives that looked something like ours. I saw an even great-
er number that looked a whole lot worse. I realized that our situation 
was not unique; we were not special. Love, and marriage, and family are 
formidable entities, no matter what shape they take. My mother’s willing-
ness to reckon with the obstacles she faced in those entities says more 
about her devotion to her children than it does about her own self-inter-
est. It was strength, not weakness, that kept my mother attached to those 
granite countertops. It is strength, not weakness, that makes the conti-
nental crust capable of preserving the earth’s surface through wave after 
wave of asthenospheric surges. Generating stability by building lattices is 
a tradition that my mother inherited from her mother, but it’s a tradition 
that’s as old as the earth itself. In the end it’s not the surface that is weak, 
but the force that drives it into lattices — ‘asthenosphere’ is derived from 
the Latin ‘asthenes,’ meaning “a lack or loss of strength; weakness.”

I don’t know if I will approach motherhood in the same way my 
mother did, or in the same way her mother did. I don’t know if I will 
polish my surroundings to a high shine in the hopes that it will blind my 
neighbors and my children to the ugliness around them. I don’t know that 
I will carry on the tradition of subsuming my own slice of the astheno-
sphere, whatever form it takes, and hardening myself against it.

But I can’t say that I won’t, and I can’t say that it’s wrong to do so. I 
say this because I can remember in excruciating detail that day the spar-
kle dulled so magnificently, the day the asthenosphere gurgled up and 
incinerated any lingering notions I had that my home, at that moment, 
was a happy one. But the other times, the dinner parties and the fake 
laughter, the birthday celebrations where I watched my mother exchange 
pleasantries with the women I knew my stepfather was sleeping with — 
those things all pass through my memory in a relatively innocuous blur. 
The blur was unnerving and grating in its inauthenticity, but it grated 
against me in the background of my life. It made it possible for me to fo-
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cus on trivial, wonderful things in the foreground, things like track prac-
tice, and the SATs, and getting my first kiss from the boy down the street. 

I grew up in a house with granite countertops, in a house of 
privilege, but I grew up cognizant of only half of that privilege. I saw only 
the granite countertops and resented the woman who insisted that they 
glitter. I assumed that the glitter was a reflection on her, and not a provi-
sion for us. But the significance of the sparkle in my mother’s granite has 
changed for me over the years — I no longer see the process of crystal-
lization as an exercise in compliance. The molecules of these minerals 
don’t acquiesce to the pressure of the molten rock surrounding them, but 
branch and bristle out against it, creating uniformity and stability within 
a roiling, violent mass. Their symmetry represents not submission, but 
subversion — it is glittering evidence of self-immolation, of an incremen-
tal hardening and thickening into a bulwark. 

 Granite is neither feeble, nor shallow. It sinks deep into the 
weakness of the viscous rock beneath it, displacing it with constancy, 
evenness, and stability, providing a crust for life of all forms to walk on. 
My mother spent the years she raised us emulating this process — sink-
ing into the weakness of my father, of my stepfather, of the women who 
picked me up for carpool and drove wedges into her marriage. She dis-
placed those things with constancy, unflappability, and gravity, forming 
the crust that my siblings and I walked on every day, keeping us afloat 
and removed from the molten reality that flowed around us. 

MacKenzie Mendez is a senior majoring in English at USD.
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Asphyxiated Estrangement

by Gurleen Kang
 My great-grandmother drowned on April 10th, 2008 in her hos-
pital bed at La Palma Intercommunity Hospital, not surrounded by her 
family, friends or even her doctors, but alone with the weight of our 
ancestors clipping the now-empty chords that connected her to berserk 
beeping machines. 
 I was ten years old. It’s been ten years since. A decade on top of 
another and I still can’t decide if I want to cry about it. Biji was the top. 
The tip-top of our family tree, she knew everyone and everything that 
rested underneath the densely packed branches; every leaf billowed with 
the call of her breath. She called my grandmother everyday, sometimes 
three or four times in a day. There was no decision that didn’t escape her 
appraisal: new couch, Biji picked the fabric; new car, Biji helped fix the 
price; new suit, Biji knew the woman who made it. There were no secrets 
outside her grasp but plenty within. 

... 
Decades are marked by the aesthetics they inspire. A decade had 

done more to my family than just faded bell-bottoms and forgotten Wal-
kmans around sunburnt necks. A decade of silence and smothered umbil-
ical neckties left us gasping for air. Asphyxiated estrangement for a fixed 
arrangement. 

It had been a decade since Biji left us. A decade since we left her. 
Babuji and Uncle Bobby got the house in the aftermath. It was fair. He was 
their biological son, it had to be. Mom didn’t like driving by their house. 
So we took the long way to Auntiji’s in the years that followed, feeling 
strange and lost in each trail we tried. 

But I am the captain now. So, when it came time to take the boys 
to Auntiji’s, we didn’t turn onto a side-street, waste ten minutes with 
three right turns. We turned onto Arnold Way instead. A memory of a 
moment lost and found again with a left turn and a dead inhale. 

They repainted the exterior of the house. We weren’t welcome on 
the inside, so I can’t say that they changed the interior. I want to believe 
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that nothing’s changed, but it probably has. Brilliant blue replaced with 
on-brand Khalsa orange, slight sacrilege added to the pile of sins. The 
small stone lions are still there on either side of the pearly white gates, 
guarding the driveaway. The loyalty of rocks is forever bought. But the 
roses that greeted you with burnt beauty in the California shine were 
gone, uprooted who-knows-when by who-knows-who. It was perhaps 
unhealthy, but it’s how I like to spend Biji’s anniversary, driving past the 
house that was and wasn’t the home of my great-grandmother. 
 This time, a decade later, the front yard wasn’t occupied by mem-
ories of ghosts but rather children of strangers with familiar familial 
features that both called for comment and slipped to silence. Jasleen, I 
knew. I knew her. I held her when she was born, an infant aunt I didn’t 
ask for but always wanted. Even if I couldn’t place the expression on 
her face or the ball in her hands, I knew her. But the others, the young 
boy with a patka and the infant whose gender hadn’t been construct-
ed. They replaced the ghosts but kept their brown-fought-black eyes. A 
fixed arrangement on the lawn with the ever-growling, ever-guarding 
stone-hearted gaze of lions. 

As they passed the ball back and forth, darting across the green 
lawn, my mind regressed to before the rift. To before the split, before 
Biji left, when we were the strangers on the lawn. The children of ghosts 
playing games while Biji sat under the shade of veranda, “Dhi’āna nāla!1” 

Not that we ever listened. 
 But there was no one under the veranda that day. Maybe there 
was no need. It was the job of the strangers to care for their children. 
 We stop for a moment. My brothers, for once, have nothing to say. 
Curiosity wanes and the strangers return to their child-games. Convinced 
but never content, we drive on. 

…
All things considered, I should have cried more. Unlike Biji, I was 

in a room full of women who loved me, who had wiped my ass and licked 
my self-inflicted wounds before I could find the words to thank them 
with. We were assembled like some kind of sick set of Sikh women Aveng-
ers. Every inch of sitting space was filled with brown bodies, more cre-
ated with the children playing on the carpet. It had become a daily thing. 
The doctor had warned us—my mother, mostly—that Biji was hanging 
1  Roughly: Be careful!
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on by a thread and it was not an optimistic hanging. We should expect a 
phone call any day now. More importantly, my grandmother should ex-
pect a phone call and we should expect to be there when she does. So we 
gathered at my grandmother’s home and waited for that phone call. 

Afsos. It’s an Urdu word.2 Literally, it means “Alas” or “what a 
pity!”—a sorry excuse of an exclamation in the face of loss, but can you 
blame them for trying? It existed in a linguistic liminal space, inhabited a 
verbal statement and metaphysical feeling, where stating it saved one the 
need to explain how one felt, what one was doing and what one was say-
ing. Afsos is an exclamation of pity, an exhibition of grief and an activity 
performed. It wasn’t stated but these women had come to help Biji die. 
They weren’t going to smother her in her bed—that was the doctor’s job. 
But they’d come to help my grandmother let her mother pass. 

I was ten. So, I didn’t know any of this. But, I wasn’t completely 
stupid. The puffy cheeks, red eyes, empty Kleenex boxes, cold cups of 
chai; I knew something was happening and I was supposed to be there. 
Be there. But I wasn’t, not really. I was dreaming of whales with wings and 
of silly ten year old girls that would ride them into battle. Fat load of shit 
that did when the telephone rang and Biji choked her last unconscious 
breath. 
 The afsos never really stopped because it didn’t get to start. Sure, 
we got a lot visits from the same pity-laced brown faces, sipping from 
the same set of cups, with boxes of untouched sweets. And, sure, women 
would whisper to one another about how deep the circles were around 
my grandmother’s, Goody’s, eyes. But we never really got to afsos. 
 The weeks directly after Biji’s death were the most time I’ve spent 
with my family. Not my family, but my family. I would end school at 
roughly the same time and my mother would take us, three—sometimes, 
four, if my grandmother needed the ride—to Biji’s house. It wasn’t any-
more. But after years of calling it Biji’s house, the name stuck. The same 
cast of characters gathered in the living room: Babuji, my great-grandfa-
ther or at least someone I once knew as my great-grandfather; Auntiji, my 
great-aunt, Biji’s second child; Bobby Mamaji, my great-uncle or at least 
someone I knew as my great-uncle; Kamal Mamiji, someone who was 
my great-aunt married to Bobby; my parents; my grandmother; and the 

2  Don’t tell Punjabi people that: Urdu’s what the bad brown people on the other side of 
the border speak, or so thinks every Punjabi aunty within 100 miles of death.
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assortment of voyeuristic ghosts trapped in frames on the walls. Some-
one would make chai. The cups, always full, were there, waiting for their 
daily dancing partners, only to be disappointed like the lips they were 
bound to. While the adults “talked” at a “totally respectable volume and 
in an orderly manner,” the children—which included the adults that could 
parade as children because they had no spouse—would congregate in the 
carpeted but poorly ventilated garage and discuss business. Would we be 
finishing the Lord of the Rings or starting the Star Wars prequels? (The 
answer was neither, as ABC was playing a Harry Potter marathon again.) 
 Somedays, the TV would become boring and we would play 
games. Nothing so official as tag or hide-and-seek which required we 
leave the garage and risk learning the real reason that our respective 
parents had “gathered.” No, we played role-playing games, fantasy games. 
Where ten year olds could ride whales into battle, where the TV remote 
was a magic wand that opened portals into pitch-black darkness, where 
treadmills were engines to massive spaceships and only the red-uni-
formed “General” could turn them on, where the walls were as sound-
proof as the screams that shook them, where I learned that it’s Leviosa, 
not Leviosa. Where, for a minute, I thought things might actually be 
better without Biji. Ten-year-olds are seldom right, but who has the heart 
to tell them? 
 The days of fighting bled right into the funeral. It was a quiet thing 
with soft footsteps and shallow breaths, held at a nearby crematorium/
funeral home, rows of marble teeth, slick in the slight downpour. 
 I knew she was being cremated because I had asked my mother 
on the way there. But I didn’t know what we were doing with the ashes: 
throwing them away, or keeping them sequestered in a strangely shaped 
piece of china, pretending they weren’t there at all. I didn’t know. I didn’t 
think to ask. No one thought to tell me. And I couldn’t have seen it hap-
pening. I was, like the rest of my siblings, playing games in the back of 
Mom’s truck. The seats had been folded down and blankets spread out 
like a mini-arena, where we wrestled and shook one another like the 
sweaty men on TV. That’s how I spent Biji’s funeral—outside, pretending 
to punch my brothers. 

…
My earliest memories are of birthdays and religious festivals. Not 
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because of the pretty lights and tasty food—though they really helped—
but because the world felt heavy. Not heavy like wet clothes dragging in 
sea-water or the mass of flesh that develops between your shoulders to 
help with the weight of your textbook-filled backpack, but the kind of 
heavy my ancestors felt. The kind you passed onto your kids when they 
weren’t looking. The kind my grandmother forgot to give to my mother, 
the kind that passed to my lap too soon. It sat there on the crest of my 
hips, waiting to be acknowledged. It wasn’t. 

…  
The big twist—in retrospect it couldn’t have been more obvious—

wasn’t heavy or really all that complicated. Biji had remarried before she 
left Punjab. She married the man that became my great-grandfather, after 
she had two girls with another man out of wedlock, my grandmother and 
her sister. 

And so, the man I called Babuji was someone else’s. And the man 
I called Mamaji, or my grandmother called her baby brother, was some-
one else’s. That’s what all the “talking” was about, someone else’s family. 
Someone else’s blood. Or half of someone else’s blood. God, this would 
have made a good Maury episode. 
 Biji and her secrets. She couldn’t take them to her grave, the one 
she didn’t have. 

…
Being the firstborn, my birthday was celebrated the most, which 

means I can barely remember it now. I have enough memories of others’ 
birthday parties to last a lifetime though, even if they were attended by 
ghosts. 
 My fifth one, the first I can recall, was held in a local park. Pink 
ribbons hung off broken branches, grazing the ground with glitter.Con-
fetti mixed with the mud. Children—some family, some friends—ran cir-
cles around a long table with benches wet from last night’s rain. The sky 
was gray, yawning in the morning rays. My mother was lost like the sun, 
only felt in fleeting moments between feeding guests and keeping things 
organized. 
 Why wasn’t I running with the other children? I was wearing a 
dress. Not to mention that circles can be entertaining for only so long, 
but everything else was wet. So watching strange children run in circles it 

The Alcalá Review

73



was. 
 Someone had brought a speaker. There was music playing, the 
same ten to twelve tracks that played at every gathering. Punjabi music 
from the eighties, cassettes that were beginning to grow mold, the tape 
scratched and marred from years of use. The children stopped running 
circles, pushed by their parents to dance. So, we all danced, or what five 
to fifteen year olds thought dancing was, which, in desperate imitation of 
the music videos we watched on TV, meant hands up like we were try-
ing to take something from a high self and legs stomping the soft mud, 
alternating sides to the beat. It wasn’t a good look. But the adults laughed 
and clapped us on. That must have been one of the last times I danced 
because I wanted to. 
 While we entertained the ghosts, my mother and her mother 
and her mother’s sister and her mother’s mother—though she really just 
looked on and the rest did the actual work—brought out the cake and as 
per tradition, the amount of cake outnumbered the amount of guests. 
Who doesn’t love leftovers? Please don’t ask me to tell you what the cake 
looked like. I was a five year old girl. I’m guessing it  was pink and proba-
bly had an animated woman on it. 
 Candles lit, wax already pooling on the frosting, I was pulled from 
the music and pushed to the head of the long table. The music stopped 
and the ghosts gathered too.

Biji was the only one sitting, a special chair for her. A throne from 
home that wasn’t wet like everything else. Sitting near the head of the ta-
ble, only a few steps from me, she was smiling. The same smile my grand-
mother wore and the same one everyone swears I wear too (though my 
mirror screams fake news). 

The music stopped and in its place came the birthday song, not a 
birthday song but the birthday song. Encouraged by the, what native-en-
glish speakers would call grossly incorrect, pronunciation of “Happy Bir-
day to You”, the ghosts and guests chimed into an ancient chorus as their 
well-wishes willed their way into the melting candle wax. 

Eventually, the song finished and someone yelled “blow out the 
candles” and so I do, all five of them, out in one long exhale. There’s ap-
plause and I’m confused. I did what they asked? Nothing worth clapping 
for, just what was expected. Looking back, that’s what the ghosts were 
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doing, too. Just what was expected. 
My mother came out with the noon-sun and a rather large knife. 

My child-hands could barely wrap around the handle. Her hand envel-
oped mine and we cut the cake together, pausing briefly before piercing 
the flesh, so my father could snap a few photos, precious memories and 
all that. Then the show begins, the worst but most immortalized part of 
birthdays. The ghosts lined up, paired off with their spouses, dragging 
their children away from play for the photos. All to feed the “bir-day” gal a 
bite of cake. Just what was expected. 

But first, Biji fed me. Biji to my right and Babuji to my left, it was 
their right to feed me before the ghosts. After and only after did my 
mother and father feed me, smearing frosting over my forehead, making 
the line of ghosts bust their guts laughing, a joke I have yet to understand. 
The swell of artificial sugar and textureless romp have never left my 
mouth. I have chased it from one event to the next, looking for something 
that has no name and can’t be held in the palm of your hand. It all started 
there with my first bite of cake from Biji’s shaking, wrinkled hand. 

The sweetness colored every birthday after this one, even the 
ones that weren’t my own. Not just the taste, but the smells and sights, 
saran-wrapped moments densely packed in the back of my skull waiting 
for the nostalgia cycle to repeat. 

Until they stopped.
…

It wasn’t a quick thing. We weren’t ghosted like a bad tinder 
conversation. But we were dropped all the same. It was small things. A 
refusal to pick up the phone. Maybe they were busy. Maybe no one was 
home. Maybe there was something wrong with the landline. Maybe there 
was something wrong with us. Then it was bigger things. Jasleen couldn’t 
come over to play anymore. We didn’t go over Biji’s house anymore. In 
fact, we didn’t even bother driving by anymore. We would wave at Mamiji 
and Mamaji and receive stares, not blank ones but stares all the same. 
Nonreciprocal Sat Sri Akals’ and asphyxiating glares across the aisle in the 
Gurdwara. Dead air. Hardened wax.
 Years of distance drained away and left ghosts of dates, faint 
memories of anniversaries and birthdays in its place, leaving the taste 
of artificially-flavored cake frosting dancing on my tastebuds. It wasn’t 

The Alcalá Review

75



a quick thing. One year, we just celebrated all our birthdays on one day. 
The next, we only celebrated the boys’ birthdays. The next, it was just 
one’s. Then, it was none. Our landline stopped ringing. Only grandma and 
Auntiji would bother with well-wishes, no candles to blow out. No more 
ghosts at the table.

… 
It wasn’t a quick thing and I can’t cry about it. Biji is dead.

Gurleen Kang is a senior at USD, majoring in English with a creative writ-

ing emphasis and a minor in International Relations. She is an avid knitter 

and consumer of bad romance novels. She writes fiction and non-fiction 
centering around issues of immigration and race. In the future, she plans 

on publishing work and finishing law school.
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Abstraxaphone by Marielle Krivit Acrylic on canvas, 12” x 9” 

The Alcalá Review

77
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The Photo from the Flea

by Molly Lindsey
I see them both. Remember this?
a piece of home (Lord knows I needed it):
Mom: knitted burgundy on top;
below our feet: cobblestone, shiny from
rain and twinkling lights overhead
—her hazel eyes brighter (somehow).
Dad: broken-in leather or
broken, in leather but with
dimples, smile-lines
squinty, sunny eyes.

I see them both. Remember?
It’s clichéd, but what can I say?
It feels like yesterday
in Flat Iron Square;
we were going to eat—
I was so full already.

Molly Lindsey is a senior studying Interdisciplinary Humanities with an em-

phasis in Art History. She hopes to pursue a career in writing. 
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The Din of Los Angeles

by Zach Bernstein
The blow dryer’s too hot / too loud     it’s burning     /    my hair    can you say it again 
              you said you wouldn’t hold her 
hair like that / it’s not as gold (too gold)         as mine
it wasn’t supposed to happen         /    my roses are pinker than her dozen times she’s 
sat in your car         /    on your lap as friends        /     (more than friends) 
             while i was away i had no voice hanging to dry 
 the blow dryer’s too 
              hot     /    it burns it burns and my ends        /    split
  off this engine coughing say it again                        
              don’t worry (again) don’t worry everybody’s     /    fine
we’ll go to disney tomorrow        /     as friends     and i’ll come back
for you 
              the only one i want to be     /    with while your arm touched hers
   in that picture what’s behind         /    that dress she wears
like the drapes by your bed    where the sun slants in the morning / the drapes rustle (i
  can still hear them) 
    they hide my split     /    ends
you retreat     /    behind with her     the blow dryer’s 
 burning     /    my split ends         /    they burns it burns
it burns
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Bloom by Marielle Krivit                 Monoprint, 13”x12”
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Get Around Town by Marielle Krivit            Pen and Ink, 7”x6”
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The Cactus Garden

When I feel cacti stick and scrape my thumbs
With narrow pin-prick barbs, I start to bleed
Beneath their hoary beards in gardens made
By unknown hands. I touch the swarthy cacti,
Which stand erect or in a bulbous bunch,
Protected by their glassy spines that dip 
With confidence, much like the arch two lovers
Make when bending to a lamplight waltz.
I think of how the cacti hold water,
And how they never puncture flesh as deep
As lovers’ lies in love abandoned far
Too soon– before the cacti reach the height
To flower– A cactus gardener knows to weed
And tunnel around the spikes without
Cutting himself, but men with less experience
Stand by the faucet, tears in their eyes, 
With tweezers, pulling hiltless spurs from their
Palms, fingers, and underneath their nails,
And thus a laziness prevails. The cactus
Bulbs are heaped in bags because unpunctured
Hands, without a single callus, can’t
Bear, never can bear, to pull the weeds. 

Zach Bernstein is a current senior in the creative writing program at the 

University of San Diego. He writes in the genres of fiction, nonfiction, and 
poetry.

by Zach Bernstein

 Vol. 4, Iss. 2

86



87

By Isabel Taggart



88

By Mary Noya



The Alcalá Review

89

By Isabel Taggart



Acknowledgments
A very big and very inadequate thank you to the following 
groups and individuals who made this journal possible: the Hu-
manities Center, Dean Noelle Norton, Dr. Brian Clack, Dr. Mike 
Williams, Lindy Villa, Dr. Paul Evans, and Dr. Sara Hasselbach; 
Dorothy Cropper 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.

 Vol. 4, Iss. 2

90



The Alcalá Review is an undergraduate literary journal based 
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