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Car Ride

It was a night just as any 
other. A dull, stagnant breeze 
blew through the southern 
California sky. She was sit-
ting in her mother’s brand 
new car, in line at the drive-
through of the local In-N-
Out. She drove 20 minutes to 
get to this particular In-N-
Out nearly every night; quite 
a bit out of the way—there 
were plenty of burger joints 
within five minutes of her 
house, but she liked to go to 
this one. It made her feel like 
she was… back home.

Five years earlier, she had 
lived a few streets away from 
here. She was a kid back 
then, living with her parents 
and little brother, and she 
went to high school like all 
the other neighborhood kids, 
came right back home, 
walked a bit, watched TV a 
bit, did homework a bit, and 
played with the neighborhood 
kids a bit. Life was straight-
forward back then. She knew 
what she had to do, when she 
had to do it, and where she 
had to be. Life was structur-
ed. Life was navigable. Life 

was easy.
The car in front of her 

pulled up. She turned the 
ignition on and moved up. 
The radio came back on—it 
was tuned to the local jazz 
station, one she had dis-
covered in high school and 
listened to every time she 
went anywhere in that car: 
when she picked up her bro-
ther from school, when she 
drove to piano lessons, when 
she drove to school in the 
mornings, when she went to 
golf practice, when she, when 
she, when she…

The radio blasted jazz: a few 
Sinatra songs and then some 
instrumentals featuring big bras-
sy sounds. She listened as she 
sat motionless, the only things 
moving were the thoughts in her 
mind and the flashing lights of 
the In-N-Out sign above her 
dashboard window.

Jazz had followed her through-
out her life. It was the thing that 
kept her sane each time she 
thought she was going to lose 
herself. When she considered 
dropping out of school, when she 
cried on the floor of her research 
lab alone in the middle of the 
night, when she contemplated 
flying off to Alaska for a year 
and wondering if anyone would 
notice, when she, when she, 
when she…

Frank and Ella and Etta and 
Louis and Dean and Bobby and 
Tony and Billie; they were her 
closest friends. She felt under-
stood by them in a way she never 
truly felt by the people in her 
life. And though she’d never met 
them, she understood they were 
kindred souls. The one saving 
grace they shared was jazz.

The drive-through line was 
halted and hardly a car moved. 
They must be having trouble in 
the kitchen. Some cars towards 
the end of the line turned around 
and escaped the wait, while most 
others were already trapped in 
by the concrete curb that curved 
around the menu sign. But such 
is life.

She didn’t mind the wait. In 
fact, she enjoyed it. It gave her 
something to do, somewhere to 
be. Spending more time in line 
meant that she could put off the 
aimless driving afterwards for 

that much longer.
She basked in yellowish-red 

lights as she pulled up closer to 
the bright neon In-N-Out sign. 
Maybe it was the association of 
happy times in her childhood go-
ing out to eat burgers with her 
family, maybe it was salvation 
from another day of sitting at 
home fearing the daylight unable 
to go outside, maybe it was the 
yellowish hue that mimicked the 
sunlight that she hadn’t seen for 
so long, maybe, maybe, maybe… 
She enjoyed the wait. She en-
joyed the jazz. She enjoyed the 
lights. And that was enough.

She edged closer to the 
register window. Here was the 
first human interaction she 
would have that day—the clock 
on her dashboard read 10:42pm. 
She revved herself up. The ex-
change would last 30 seconds, 
maybe a full minute—not long, 
but longer than any she had had 
that day. Longer than any she 
had most days. This was her dai-
ly dose of human connection. It 
was almost her favorite part of 
coming to the drive through. The 
register and pickup counters 
were the two windows to hu-
manity she experienced in this 
new life she floated through.

The smell of french fries and 
burgers on the grill wafted 
through the air into her car. She 
set up the passenger seat just so, 
exactly the way the burgers and 
fries would need to sit to ac-
company her through the loopty-
loop drive back home. She came 
prepared with some paper to-
wels—sometimes the bottom of 
the box would be wet; always a 
mysterious source of moisture. 
She laid each paper towel out 
gently, one by one across the len-
gth of the seat. She placed her 

bottle of hand sanitizer in the 
second cupholder away from the 
dashboard, and swiveled the noz-
zle away from the food.

She liked paying attention to 
detail. It gave her hands some-
thing to do, her mind something 
to think about; anything to keep 
the black void in her heart at 
bay.

The girl at the register 
charged her card and handed it 
back. 20 seconds. Shorter than 
usual. Not as she would have 
liked, but it was fine. Everything 
was fine; yet nothing was fine.
That girl at the register would 
have little idea of the magnitude 
of influence on her life. At least 
in this moment, at this point in 
life, the girl at the register was 
the biggest part of her 
experience with the outside 
world.

She brought her little notebook 
with her. It was full of plain pa-
ges that were thick enough for 
her to draw the same line over 
and over again without tearing 
through to the other side. She 
wanted to write, but it was near-
ly impossible—formulating thou-
ghts and articulating her feel-
ings were getting harder and 
harder by the day, and she 
couldn’t remember the last time 
she had read something. It had 
been a very long time. It wasn’t 
possible to anymore. Her brain 
felt numb and useless, and none 
of the words would enter her 
mind. She had picked up a book 
some weeks ago, or was it some 
months ago? She couldn’t tell, all 
of time ran together. By the time 
she’d reach the second line of the 
book, she’d forgotten what the 
first line was. She had tried to 
explain it to people before… 

J. Sefi March
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become fractured since her de-
presssion took a real dip a few 
years ago. She had a hard time 
remembering things from mo-
ments only previously—most of 
life was a dull movie passing be-
fore her eyes.

He looked at her with raised 
eyebrows. What was she waiting 
for? Her eyes were empty, and 
they made eye contact for much 
too long for comfort. Then came 
the realization that she, in fact, 
hadn’t ordered the strawberry 
milkshake—she still wasn’t quite 
sure, but the look on his face, ex-
pectantly waiting for her to drive 
off, into the rest of her life, made 
her believe it was true.

It was considerate of him to 
wait for her to realize it herself—
she knew not everyone with

whom she had sudden memory 
loss was kind or patient, and in 
hindsight, she looked back on 
that incident with gratitude. It 
really didn’t take much to make 
her feel thankful for other 
people.

She drove off after that little 
hitch at the pickup window. She 
wandered about aimlessly on 
that same stretch of road she 
took to arrive at the burger shop. 
She passed by her old house and 
parked across the street curb-
side. It felt strange, almost like it 
wasn’t allowed to sit and stare at 
what was now someone else’s 
house. She watched the place, 
her mind filled with old memo-
ries, like a TV show that plays in 
the background, while she ate 
her burger and fries. They were 

cold by this time. She washed it 
down with her Sprite, which she 
drank in one go.

The next door neighbor came 
out of his house with trash bags 
in hand. It was the night before 
trash day in the neighborhood, 
and all of the houses had put out 
their grey and blue bins out 
front.

The neighbor was the same 
one from all those years of her 
childhood. He looked over at her 
—he could see into the car; the 
windows were almost-clear, only 
very slighted tinted in such a 
way that made it easy for people 
to stare in. It was the source of 
much discomfort for her on 
nights that she would spend 
sleeping in her car in some 
random, cozy-looking neighbor-

a few years ago when all this 
was happening anew, when 
whatever she’d read would 
escape her mind as soon as 
she’d read it. No one could 
understand what she was 
talking about. She was in 
college, and college students 
could read, could they not? It 
was a basic skill set, was it 
not? What did she mean, she 
couldn’t read anymore? 

She tried to explain that 
she could still read—she 
could string together the 
letters and read each word, 
but she’d have to read each 
sentence over and over again, 
sometimes ten, fifteen times 
until the meaning of the sen-
tence settled in her mind. 
They didn’t understand. How 
could she not understand 
what she was reading? It’s 
not like she had to read 
Goethe in German or Plato in 
ancient Greek. It was plain 
old English, and not even dif-
ficult literature. What did 
she mean? She gave up try-
ing to make them under-
stand. Perhaps none of them 
did understand.

College was full of people 
who bemoaned their own 
mental health issues under 
the guise of helping others by 
sharing their experiences. 
Then, she wondered, how did 
none of them understand? 
The school administration 
was a fan of saying all the 
right words to sound like 
they cared—they’d set up a 
counseling and psychological 
services program, wasn’t that 
enough? They told students 
to go talk to their RAs, in-
house faculty residents, fa-

culty advisors, pre-major ad-
visors, pre-med advisors, all 
sorts of advisors… if they 
should have anything on 
their mind, they should open 
up and talk to someone, so 
what more could they do?

There was always another 
older adult they could shift 
students to and from, always 
another advisor fit for the 
job. She had talked to all of 
them. She was told the same 
things. Take good notes. Lis-
ten in lecture. Call the sui-
cide hotline. Call the peer 
counseling number. Do all 
these things and you’ll be 
alright, you’ll see.

So she did all those 
things. She met all the ad-
visors. She had coffee chats 
with all her RAs, and even 
those from neighboring 
dorms. She called the peer 
counseling number to find 
that some of the students 
picking up were as clueless 
about this as she was. She 
called the hotline—several 
times. It provided the most 
help of all of them, which 
wasn’t saying much. But by 
the time they neared the 45-
minute mark, something 
would inevitably come up for 
them to hang up on her. One 
time, she was hung up on 
before her 45 minutes was 
up. Quite hilarious, she 
thought, to be hung up on by 
suicide hotline.

She had given it all a try. 
If anything, she was mad at 
herself, but she was mad at 
the world, too. She was mad 
at the administrators who 
gave her false hope and the 
facade of solutions they par-

aded about on campus, traip-
sing on about how great the 
new psychological services 
program was—did they not 
know that there was a six-
month waitlist? That two of 
the students on that waitlist 
had killed themselves in the 
past two years? 

The cars moved along more 
quickly now. The pickup win-
dow grew closer and closer. 
There was a guy working 
hard to keep the orders mo-
ving—perhaps he had just 
started his shift, the line was 
moving quickly.

She reached the pickup 
window in moments. He han-
ded her a box containing her 
burger and fries, then han-
ded her the Sprite. She al-
ways got Sprite. Something 
about the lime flavor livened 
her up. It was one of the very 
few things she enjoyed in life 
anymore.

Besides, it was nostalgic—
she was allowed very few su-
gary foods growing up, her 
parents were health nuts. 
The few moments they 
indulged her sweet tooth 
were fond memories of 
laughing with her dad over 
stupid jokes in the booths at 
In-N-Out and summertime 
poolside afternoons.

She sat there with vacant 
eyes as the guy through the 
window stared confusedly at 
her. She thought there was 
more of her order to come. 
Had she ordered the straw-
berry milkshake she had 
gone back and forth on while 
waiting for her turn at the 
speaker? Her memory had 
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were causing her excruciat-
ing pain. Didn’t they know 
that for her, the added effort 
it took to have a conversation 
with someone and be nice 
about it, when instead she 
could be curt and insensi-
tive—God knows it would 
certainly take less effort—
didn’t they know it was all-
consuming? Couldn’t they tell 
from the strain in her voice 
and the way she stood facing 
away from them? Couldn’t 
they tell?

She considered driving back 
to the In-N-Out and getting 
another burger. What was 
she going to do, anyway? 
Drive back home to lay in bed 
and stare at the ceiling, until 
the next night came and she 
would do the same thing all 
over again? Might as well 
make the best of the night 
and indulge her only plea-
sure. Besides, it meant that 
she could come back to her 
old house to sit and stare 
some more. A sense of wrong-
doing as she sat there made 
her feel a little more alive.

She decided to stop feeling 
sorry for herself and commit-
ted to driving back to the In-
N-Out. She would eat away 
her sorrow—she was an ex-
pert at that. She had gained 
60 pounds in her last two 
years of college this way.

So what if the employees 
at the drive-through windows 
recognized her? It wasn’t like 
she was going to see them 
again? Or would she? The 
next night she came, and the 
next night, and the next and 

the next and the next and the 
next… She justified going, as 
she justified all her shameful 
hedonism. She felt guilty 
about most things she did 
and was ashamed that she 
did them anyway, knowing 
better. Not going outside. Not 
getting sunlight. Not doing 
the writing that she was tell-
ing herself and the people in 
her life she was going to do. 
Not reading the literature 
she had drafted a syllabus for 
to make up for not having 
been an English major. Not 
getting out of bed for days at 
a time and feeling guilty for 
being the slob she had be-
come. Not talking to her bro-
ther who lived with her and 
being the model older sister 
she used to be. Not doing any 
of the things she should be 
doing. What a shame.

Meandering slowly, she 
drove at about 25 miles per 
hour on the now-deserted, 
near-midnight streets that 
led back to In-N-Out. The 
drive-through line was much 
smaller now. Hardly a wait. 
The joint closed at 1am—this 
she knew by heart. It was 
near closing time, and she 
considered once again if it 
was really worth it to bare 
her face to the same employ-
ees working the windows for 
a measly burger and fries. 
Besides, she needed to be 
dieting anyway. Right? 

She decided she was going 
to go on another cleanse the 
next day. Drink lots of water 
and coffee and feel margin-
ally better about herself, 

though she knew that the 
next night she would be right 
back here, in the same old 
line, ordering another burger 
and yearning for that 20 
seconds of human contact she 
had come to look forward to.

She hesitated. Was it real-
ly worth it? Decision making 
was one of those skills she 
used to be great at and had 
now become completely de-
vastated, probably from not 
using her brain for two to 
three years. Like reading and 
writing—she couldn’t do it 
anymore.

She parked in the lot near 
the Ralph’s across the way. 
She sat there until a quarter 
til 1am, the last possible mo-
ment before they stopped ta-
king orders. Everything she 
did was marked by procras-
tination. Her life was pro-
crastination. Of what? she 
considered. Probably death. 
She had become more morbid 
about existence than she had 
been prior to the depression; 
though, she had always been 
conscious of the fact that she 
would die one day, even as a 
kid. Maybe this was why she 
had been so productive as a 
kid. Her mother was the 
same way and hounded her 
with the compulsivity of do-
ing everything with maxi-
mum efficiency. What was 
life, if not for the chance to do 
something with it? Right? 
Right? 

She looked fondly at the 
lights of that bright neon 
sign and told herself she 
wouldn’t get that extra bur-

-hood where she had decided to 
park absentmindedly.

He looked at her, and she 
looked back. She felt that he 
could recognize her, probably 
from the way she had been star-
ing at the house, and more so be-
cause she was sitting in the 
same car he had grown used to 
seeing when she lived in that 
house. They had never been very 
close as neighbors—and though 
he and she had never engaged in 
much conversation, her mother 
had been courteous to him while 
gardening out on the front lawn, 
which was often, and she herself 
had exchanged a few polite head 
nods whenever she’d notice him 
working on his boat on his 
driveway.

She didn’t know what to do, 
but she didn’t feel alarmed by his 

stare, though she could sense a 
bit of hesitation on his end. 
Though he didn’t acknowledge 
her with their usual head nod, 
he went back inside with that old 
familiar laid-back gait. He did 
pull down the curtains, though.

She went back to staring at the 
house. The lemon tree in the 
front yard that her mother had 
painstakingly planted many 
years ago and watered for se-
veral hours a day was much lar-
ger now. She remembered when 
it was a small sapling; 12 years 
later, it stood tall and arched ov-
er much of the lawn, drooping 
with the weight of what looked 
like hundreds of lemons hanging 
from its thick branches. The 
ground under it was littered 

with old, rotting lemons—the 
yard was in total disarray. She 
resented the new tenants for ne-
glecting what was once pre-
ciously cared for. They didn’t 
know the work that went into 
nurturing something so grand. 

Things were taken for gran-
ted all the time—she felt taken 
for granted. Her kindness, or at 
least what she wanted to be seen 
as kindness towards others, it all 
felt taken for granted, taken ad-
vantage of. And she was filled 
with anger about that. Didn’t 
they know? Didn’t they know 
how much effort it took to even 
walk outside the house and put 
herself in the driver’s seat of her 
car that sat just outside her 
room next to the garage? The lit-
tle things that most other people 
probably don’t think twice about
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ger. It wasn’t worth it. She’d 
have to face the same 
employees again, and why 
would she put herself 
through the embarrassment 
of being the person with so 
little to do that she would 
come all the way back, two 
hours later, for another bur-
ger that she clearly could do 
without. She wondered if 
they could see the rolls of fat 
she was trying to hide with 
her oversized sweatshirt. It 
was more visible when she 
sat down. It was an unfor-
tunate fact of life that one 
couldn’t drive standing up. It 
would be much better for her 
figure.

It grew closer to 1am with 
each belabored thought. She 
decided at 1am—or rather 
was forced to due to closing 
time—to drive back to her old 
house and stare at it some 
more. By the time she got 
back to the same curbside 
spot, she felt strange about 
being there, like she was in-
dulging herself too much, and 
dwelling in the filth of her 
hedonistic nostalgia. No, she 
couldn’t stay there any lon-
ger. She would drive else-
where.

She drove up that wind-
ing, uphill, dirt-paved road 
back up to the high school. 
She loathed driving past that 
high school. It reminded her 
of everything she hated about 
herself: the aspirational per-
son she used to be, the mess 
of a human she was now, how 
she once had such lofty goals 
for herself, how she now 
spent most of her days in bed 

and avoiding the future, how 
she had achieved many of her 
goals straight out of college, 
the way she was wasting her 
life away and facing the hea-
vy realization that she would 
no longer be able to get the 
same kind of prestigious, 
high-salary job that she once 
had and now her friends 
were getting promotions at, 
and on and on and on and on 
and on…

She drove past the school, 
slowing down only a little as 
she looked at the old familiar 
parking lot, the side entrance 
to the English classrooms, 
the main school gates that no 
one used because of the prin-
cipal and nurse’s offices right 
next to them…

The intersection was emp-
ty, and she caught all the 
green lights. That was the 
nice thing about driving at 
night in this little town. No 
one else was out, and she 
could drive on and on without 
ever stopping—she could stay 
moving, in motion, something 
she could no longer do in her 
own life. 

She drove back home be-
cause she didn’t know where 
to go next. She went all the 
way into the gated complex, 
but she didn’t stop when she 
got to her house. She sailed 
straight on past without an-
other glance. It wasn’t time 
yet; it didn’t feel right. Any-
how, when she eventually 
came back, she would slide 
right back into bed and stare 
at the ceiling some more.

She circled out of the ga-
ted community and meander-

ed into the adjacent neigh-
borhoods. She gazed out the 
window, barely pressing the 
accelerator, moving at ten 
miles per hour. She stared at 
the grand houses still moving 
too fast past her for her to 
take a close look, and she 
slowed down even more. She 
imagined there were happy 
families inside, with excitable 
little children, joyful mo-
ments in the living room with 
a piano that was regularly 
used and a guitar that the 
father would play while the 
mother would sing and the 
children would gather around 
to listen.

She made her way up the 
hill to the nicer neighbor-
hoods. They were lined with 
palm trees on either side of 
the street; a real Los Angeles 
look, ritzy and glamorous. 
She turned into one of the 
cul-de-sacs of this sprawling 
multi-neighborhood complex 
and chose her favorite of 
them all. In it, there was a 
quaint little house—well, 
none of them could truly be 
described as quaint or little, 
but relative to the other 
multi-story buildings with 
columns out front, like the 
plantain houses down South 
like Terra from “Gone with 
the Wind”—compared to 
those, this pastel yellow 
house looked humble and 
decently maintained. She im-
agined there was an elderly 
couple inside, who had lived 
there for years and years and 
saw how the little town had 
changed over the decades. It 
made her happy to think of 
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older people looking back on 
their lives, feeling content 
about what they did or 
didn’t do and how their 
lives had come to unfold. 
Perhaps it was their pro-
ximity to an inevitable 
death that attracted her to 
the fantasy of life’s twilight 
years. She was just waiting 
for the end, why wouldn’t it 
come, why couldn’t it come, 
why shouldn’t it come, why 
wouldn’t it come.

She parked curbside across 
the street from that 
humble, pastel house to 
bask in its joyful yel-
lowness and the satisfaction 
of an old couple looking 
back on life, just as she 
wanted to do in her AARP 
years, sitting with on elbow 
atop the headrest of her 
velvet-lined, deep royal 
purple recliner by the 
fireplace with a cigar in 
hand, regaling children 
sitting, enraptured, around 
her of stories from her past 
when she lived 
extravagantly and 
ambitiously and did all the 
risky things she was too 
afraid to do in her dreary, 
non-fantasy life. She 
dreamed of her imagined 
future and gazed out the 
window at the yellow house 
and the night was passing, 
passing, and the darkness 
lifting, lifting, until she 
drifted off to sleep. ◆

Faces
Art by DENALI
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Deep Brain Stimulation
Tommy kept walking, in envy of 
everything Jackson kept des-
cribing. They sat in math and 
waited while the teacher took 
attendance. 

“Tommy Balboa?” 
“Present,” Tommy muttered.
“I don’t have another choice,” 

Tommy thought as he weaved 
another punch. After all, he was 
the grandson of one of the best 
boxers in the world; how could
he just quit? On top of that, it 
was the fifty-year anniversary of 
his grandfather’s biggest fight in 
1982. There was no way he could 
quit. He just wanted to be a nor-
mal kid. Ducking and weaving 
still, Tommy contemplated his 
options and determined he had 
none. 

“I’ll be boxing until I’m forty 
years old,” he thought to himself. 
And so, he kept practicing. T-16 
hours until game day.

In the locker room, Tommy sat. 
Finishing his Hot Cheetos, he 
made sure his gear was ready for 
the big match. Checking his 
phone he saw the numerous 
texts Jackson had left him up-
dating him on how legendary his 
night had been. Putting his 
phone away, he let out a big sigh 
and stood up. 

“Let’s get this over with.” 
Getting into the ring, he im-

mediately noticed the size dif-
ference between him and his op-
ponent. Tommy was not by any 
means a small kid, but before 
him stood a six foot three, 180-
pound teenager. Tommy’s sto-
mach turned. The match began. 
Tommy was putting up a good 
fight, weaving, bobbing, and 
jabbing just how he did in prac-

tice. He hit his opponent with a 
sinking left jab, ducking to avoid 
the right hook thrown at him. 
That was when his opponent hit 
him with the meanest uppercut 
Tommy had ever had. He was 
knocked out instantly. There 
Tommy lay, unconscious. He had 
lost the game.

Picking him up, the am-
bulance rushed him to the hos-
pital. The doctor alerted his pa-
rents that Tommy was in a 
coma; he had suffered a trau-
matic brain injury caused by the 
vicious uppercut. It was unclear 
if Tommy would wake up, and if 
he did, it would most likely be 
with severe movement and sen-
sory deficiencies. Only a few 
options lay in front of them. 

The most prominent of them, 
the doctor explained, was Deep 
Brain Stimulation. At that time, 
DBS had been implemented 
sparingly, and not for comas. It 
had received its approval by the 
FDA to be a treatment for comas 
only earlier that year, and the 
long-term effects were still un-
known. For comas, DBS had ac-
cumulated a success rate of only 
75%. Nonetheless, it had proven 
itself to be a reliable treatment 
for multiple other conditions, 
and they were running out of 
time. With the go-ahead of Tom-
my’s parents, the doctor pre-
pared Tommy for the invasive 
surgery.

IV access? Check. Intubation? 
Check. Anesthesia? Check. Type 
and cross? Check. Across the 
room, the doctors had a PET 
scan ready to go, to get Tommy’s 
live responses of his neural ac-
tivity. The PET scan showed 

abnormal and jagged electrical 
impulses through his brain, leav-
ing him unresponsive.

Still, everything was ready. 
Cutting open Tommy’s scalp, the 
surgeon slowly and carefully 
drilled through Tommy’s skull. 
This was a very dangerous 
procedure; one false move and 
they would lose Tommy per-
manently. Thankfully, the 
surgeon took no faulty moves, 
and he now had direct access to 
Tommy’s brain stem. Within the 
brainstem lies the Reticular Acti-
vating System. This neural net-
work is in charge of arousal, con-
sciousness, and awareness. The 
surgeon could see visible damage 
to the Tommy’s brainstem. 

Very slowly, he placed an 
electrode. He then proceeded to 
place three more electrodes very 
deliberately on different areas of 
the brain adjacent to the first. To 
all of the electrodes, he 
connected a wire, all connected 
to the same input: the brain 
pacemaker, responsible for 
sending the electrical impulses 
that were necessary for stim-
ulation. With everything in 
place, the pacemaker was ready. 
With a flip of a switch, it turned 
on, sending electrical signals 
throughout Tommy’s brain. 

They waited for a response. 

Like near magic, through the 
PET scan, the doctors in the 
operating room began to see new 
patterns of neuronal impulses 
spreading across Tommy’s brain. 
The new brain waves overrode 
the abnormal ones, and almost 
simultaneously, Tommy’s vitals 
started to rise back to normal. 

Michael Tanios

Securing his headgear into 
position, Tommy opened his 
fourth bag of Flamin’ Hot 
Cheetos of the day. 

“How are you so calm?” 
asked his best friend, Jack-
son, who was in the locker 
room with him. Tommy rolled 
his eyes and gave him a 
quick shrug, but truth be 
told, he just didn’t care. 
Imagine that. Quarter-finals 
of the CIF high school indivi-
duals boxing tournament, 
and Tommy just didn’t care. 
But why did he have to? 
Tommy was the highest 
ranked prospect in the coun-
ty. Stuffing his face, he hand-
ed the half-eaten bag to Jack-

son, who quickly rolled it up 
and stashed it away for him. 
He checked his watch—3:30 
on the dot. “Let’s get this over 
with,” Tommy thought. He 
walked out of the locker 
room, fully geared up, ready 
for his match. Five minutes 
later, he walked back into the 
locker room. Seemingly un-
touched, he unwrapped the 
boxing tape off of his hands 
and reached for the rest of 
his Cheetos. He had just 
qualified for the semi-finals.

Bbbbbrrrriiiinnnngggg.
The sound of the fifth-period 
bell woke Tommy in a daze. 
He had slept through all of 
his history class. Again. It 
was Friday, T-22 hours from 

the semi-finals. He grabbed 
his backpack and left class to 
meet up with Jackson. They 
had science together: a class 
he was actually interested in. 
Walking through the hall-
ways, Jackson could not stop 
talking about the party he 
was planning on going that 
night. Sliding one Airpod into 
his ear, Tommy took every-
thing Jackson said with a 
grain of salt. Jackson had a 
tendency to dramatize, and 
no matter how much Tommy 
wanted to go to that party, he 
knew he couldn’t. He felt his 
phone vibrate. He shuffled 
through his pocket to grab it. 
“Practice Tonight, be ready!” 

Texting back a thumbs up, 

Fiction | Short Story
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“He’s awake!” yelled one of 
the nurses. 

“Yes, but only his brain. It 
would be extremely unsafe if 
he woke up mid-procedure; 
the anesthesia will keep him 
asleep for another two 
hours,” cautioned the sur-
geon. 

Nonetheless, the team had 
saved Tommy. They allowed 
the deep brain stimulation to 
proceed for another twenty 
minutes until Tommy’s brain 
was no longer dependent on 
the pacemaker. 

One by one, the doctor 
removed the electrodes from 
Tommy’s exposed brain. His 
brain was now independently 
sending normal electrical 
impulses in all areas of his 
brain. The damage done to 
Tommy’s brainstem had been 
reversed it seemed, and 
pleased, the doctor turned off 
the pacemaker and handed it 
one of the nurses to clean and 

put away. The procedure was 
complete. 

There lay Tommy: uncon-
scious, but miraculously…  
saved. If it weren’t for the 
recent medical advances 
using DBS, he would have 
been lost forever. As the 
doctor explained all of this to 
his parents, however, they 
knew this victory should not 
be celebrated prematurely. 
They had to make sure 
Tommy would wake up. So 
yet again, they waited. 

Two hours passed. Tommy’s 
parents sat in worry along-
side the doctor. They were 
uneasy; a procedure like this 
was very rare. The doctor 
checked his watch anxiously. 

“Did I give him too much 
anesthesia? Did the proce-
dure not work?” he thought 
to himself in fear. 

As everyone’s hopes began 

to falter, Tommy began to 
twitch with activity. He was 
awake. 

Slowly but surely, Tommy 
regained consciousness. The 
procedure was a success, and 
four days later, Tommy and 
his parents were able to leave 
the hospital. 

In the following weeks, 
Tommy appeared to be a new 
man. Given a second chance 
at life, he promised himself 
not to take it for granted. He 
quit boxing and began to 
focus what he was truly 
passionate about. He pursued 
his love for science, 
determined to become a 
doctor to save lives like his 
own. For he knew, without 
the skill and devotion of his 
surgeon and advances in 
deep brain stimulation, he 
would never have gotten this 
second chance to live. ◆
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Feedy Villanelle
Kimi Vesel

Poem | Featured Poet | Art by DENALI

Fire fly, oh fire fly
Why aren’t you coming back?

So beautiful, so flowerful
Elusive and bright

Got me floating on the clouds, and seeing 
children run

Swimming in the winter river!
And feeling all that fairy fun

Ethereal, so wonderful
Elusive and bright

Fire fly fire fly
You’re coming back

Right?!

Poem | Featured Poet | Art by DENALI

One day the mourning dove, the next the jay,
The guests outside my window, looking down;

The future comes as present fades away.

I laze around for weeks on end this way,
Not knowing when I’ll travel next downtown.
One day the mourning dove, the next the jay,

I don’t 
know 

what to 
call my 

mood 
today,

My 
birds, 
from 

twisted 
smile, 

perceive 
a frown:

One day 
the 

mourn-
ing

dove, 
the next 
the jay.

They fly for miles to sample my buffet,
I quietly observe from upside-down:

The future comes, as present fades away…

The 
slightest 
twitch 
can 
spook my 
friends 
away,

But 
there 
they are, 
once all 
has 
dwindled 
down:

The 
future 
comes as 
present 
fades 
away.

Most days, I’m joyous (or at least okay);
Some days my circuits break all the way down. 
One day the mourning dove, the next the jay.
The future comes as present fades away.
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Jealous of a Cat
J. Sefi March

Sometimes I get jealous of a 
cat.

Yes. I admit it. And I feel 
like a five-year-old saying 
that.

So my boyfriend does this 
thing where he picks up his 
beloved Miss Lottie, a half 
British short hair, half munch-
kin one year old bitty, who—in 
all fairness—could model for 
Purina. Fine, I’ll give her that. 
And she loves me (I think, you 
can never tell with a British 
short hair), which is the worst 
part because I love her, too! 

And yet, I find myself jea-
lous of an animal, a housecat, 
and one that loves me—I 
think. It took her a while to 
warm up to me, taking a 

special moment for us to bond; 
she came and sat down next to 
me for an hour while I cried in 
bed by myself. So… maybe I 
have more invested in our 
relationship than she does.

Also, let’s be clear—Miss 
Lottie is no poor little thang. 
She is a sassy princess, and 
she knows it. She gets what 
she wants out of Boyfriend by 
withholding affection and 
using her infrequent meows 
and allowances of pets to get 
cans of tuna. Who does she 
think she is? Lucille Bluth? 

It’s a shame I love her so. I let 
this happen: I let Boyfriend 
hang onto Miss Lottie’s every 
move, holding her and petting 
her and sitting eye-to-eye at 
her level, and screaming “Miss 

Lottie! Miss Lottie!” as he 
chases her around the house. 
Meanwhile, when I try to get 
his attention in the middle of 
all this, he is too preoccupied; 
he often doesn’t even hear me. 
My sweet, kind, doting boy-
friend’s attention goes comp-
letely from me to Miss Lottie. 
He doesn’t even realize he 
doesn’t hear me. 

Truly.
When I brought this up, he 

looked at me, with that 
slightly smug grin of his, 
saying “Ohhh does someone 
need a wambulaaance?” 

Hrrmmph. How do I rectify 
this preposterous situation? I 
have become frenemies, 
fighting for the affection of one 
man, with… a cat. ◆

Reflections from the Bunker
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To My Journalism Professor
S. K. Ellis

Dear Professor Nichols,

I learned how to write one of 
these in your class, and I 
liked it so much that here I 
am doing it on my own time. 
No deadline, no assignment, 
no grade required. And really 
that’s how the class felt. 
Learning for the sake of 
learning.

I loved the atmosphere of 
the class you created—a cozy, 
almost dreamlike nostalgia of 
an elementary school class-
room, like we were all back in 
3rd grade, sitting around you 
in a circle while you read to 
us your stories, and we each 
took turns sharing our own. 
You were one of those grade 
school teachers that took care 
to reassure us of our growth, 
competency, and certainty of 
our abilities, while exploring 
the difficult questions we 
posed to ourselves. Just as I 
look on Mrs. Love fondly (yes, 
that was her real name—very 
apt!), I know in my heart that 
I will look back on you and 
this class with fondness.

Seeing everyone in class over 
Zoom certainly helped create 
the honesty and vulnerability 
without the fear of conse-
quence atmosphere of a grade 
school classroom. What I 
remember most was that we 

were all smiles—faces floating 
on screens, fifteen, sixteen of 
us smiling stacked on top of 
each other, to our left and 
right—it’s a curious thing to 
see so many grown adults get 
so giddy about something 
together, especially when that 
something is a weekend long 
marathon of a class. It must 
have been a monumental 
challenge going into the 
weekend as the leader of our 
bandy little group, and some-
how, by the power vested in 
you and the grace and kind-
ness of your teacher’s soul, 
you made it happen.

It must have been daun-
ting—I sure don’t know how I 
could have faced down the 
barrel of that weekend, but it 
was so wholesome and filled 
with joy and such a pleasure 
to spend a weekend being 
productive, basking in go-
getter spirit of all our class-
mates working toward our 
dream of becoming writers, 
ar*TIST*s. The weekend class 
made a lasting impact on me 
and reminded me of the 
power of a teacher to mold a 
person. And though the 3 
days flew by, you certainly 
molded me.

It’s been a few weeks since 
that class. All the students we 
met online have likely gone 
back to their daily lives, all of 

us saying that weekend that 
we should, that we would, 
keep in touch; but these 
promises are difficult to keep. 
Still, as I hope they do as 
well, I think often of our class 
and the brief moment in our 
lives that we shared. Some of 
us contributed incredibly 
personal stories; it’s remark-
able to dwell on how open we 
can be with someone who 
we’ve only just met and 
sitting a continent away from 
each other. It makes me think 
of humanity at its best; and 
that is a calming thought in 
this strange, unsettling time.

You are the teacher who 
fostered us—me—with care 
and grace, and though it was 
but one weekend, its in-
fluence will last for many, 
many weekends to come.

With gratitude and love,
Sawyer ◆

Open Letter | Art by DENALI 
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Inside a Black Hole

Have you ever thought about 
what might happen inside a 
black hole?

Hey kid someone says. Hey 
kid are you lost.

I walked into the halls of 
Rothschild. Before me where 
three hallways. Which one to 
take… Looking at the class 
schedule I’d picked up from 
the admin office, I was sup-
posed to go to Room102? 102… 
only one away from 101… 
couldn’t be far right? I look 
right and left, watching kids 

who had gone to this school 
since their mothers were 
changing their diapers rush 
by in packs of four, five, and 
six—how long before I could 
be one of them? The bell rang 
and students came rushing 
out of rooms like wildebeests 
during the Lion King stam-
pede. Swallowed up a black 
hole, with only me at its 
center.

Rothschild Hall, the whole 
of Chadwick—nay, the Earth 
—was forcefully compressed 
into its Schwarzschild radius, 
becoming a mass with a den-

sity and gravitational pull so 
great that nothing, not even 
light, could escape it. And at 
the center of this black hole 
stood I.

As the black hole pulled me 
toward the point of singularity 
inside, it stretched me this 
way and that, the tidal forces 
of new friends, new teachers, 
new clubs where people had 
already known each other for 
years… This school was a K-
12, where some, if not most, 
had been students who’d 
known each other their whole 
lives. I, on the other hand, had

gone to a middle school different 
from the one most of my friends 
from elementary school had 
gone, and now to a private school 
where I knew nobody from my 
previous public schools.

Everyday since freshman year, 
when I found myself at the delta 
of those three hallways in 
Rothschild, I thought of my first 
time there. Now, the Rothschild 
halls look different—I know Mr. 
Hatterfeld’s class is that way, 
Mr. Northland’s is over there… 
but every now and then, that 
ever familiar gut-sink of being 
the only outsider—that looming 
dread of otherness—is there.

Though I made new friends, I 
went around the whirly-dirly in 
a constant swirl, surrounded by 
people who didn’t know me like 
my friends in years past. I tried 
fiercely to shake the loneliness. 
Loneliness is a tricky devil that 
creeps in despite being 
surrounded by friends and 
family. I began to experience 
something I would learn to 
articulate later as existentialism, 
anxiety, perhaps even a flirtation 
with nihilism. Whenever I got 
the feeling that nothing was 
worthwhile and what was the 
point of it all?—I put my nose in 
a book, my favorite one, about 
physics. In physics, I could 
expect something to be, and ta-
da! It be. I understood physics. I 
made sense of physics. It was a 
salvation from the free-falling 
into a never-never land of too 
many faces and too many names 
and not enough social empathy.

Physics teaches us about where 
we live—not just Chadwick or 
California or the United States 

or even North America or Earth. 
The loneliness of being the new 
kid at school slowly dissipated as 
I learned that the universe is a 
vast place filled with things we 
know and don’t know, so much 
so that we don’t even know what 
we see. Out there, magical 
things can happen. It’s 
important to know the physical 
laws of nature, but also the 
causal forces that enact those 
laws. Laws alone do not do 
anything—they are a truth. 
Knowing these laws of physics, I 
can create the causes to 
demonstrate their truth and use 
them for good. I created my 
cause, my purpose, to 
demonstrate to myself that I was 
not subjugated to the powers 
that be, that crushing 
compression of the black hole 
that sucked me into its depths 
my freshman year, but rather 
the truth that humans are social 
beings and I could become a part 
of those groups of four and five 
running down Rothschild hall 
with the right force of will. That 
is how I dealt with my 
existentialism.

Last year, when scientists were 
able to take the first ever 
photograph of a black hole, I saw 
myself in it. Something about the 
way I felt as a new kid freshman 
year being swallowed up by a 
black hole stayed with me, and 
through my years at Chadwick, I 
learned about how the stars, 
supernovae, and black holes 
came to be. While learning about 
the expansion of the universe, I 
discovered something that 
shifted the paradigm with which 
I viewed my place in the life. It 
boils down to this—when you 

draw dots on a balloon, as the 
balloon expands, the space 
between each of the dots also 
expands. This is the 
phenomenon known as the 
Cosmological Principle. The 
notion of the “center” only exists 
when you have a frame of 
reference—which dot are you 
looking at? The one you look at 
becomes the “center” of the 
entire universe. Without it, there 
is no center of the universe.

The universe is ever expanding. 
While starting at a new school 
and feeling lonely and dealing 
with the notion that everyone is 
alone in the universe, I found my 
strength within to be 
independent. Even in the 
darkest places in the universe, 
inside a black hole, I refused to 
be sucked in past its event 
horizon—the point of no return. I 
joined clubs, attended to school 
spirit rallies, and played with 
the jazz band at football games 
and Casino Night fundraisers. 
When I put myself as my frame 
of reference—the dot on the 
balloon I choose to look at—I 
become the center of the 
universe. When we are our 
frame of reference, inside a black 
hole, we are literally, actually, 
scientifically at the center of the 
universe. And knowing that 
gives me the surge of 
independence and motivation to 
push through. This bridge where 
physics and philosophy thrives, 
is where I see my future. In this 
expanding universe, there are 
thousands, millions, billions of 
dots out there—of those, I look at 
me. I choose to look at me. I am 
the center of my universe. Now 
am I now am I now am I. ◆

Anthony Kim

Based on a True Story
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Binging
J. Sefi March

I binged again
Tonight
I binged
Again.

Binge
Binge

All
The food
Going down, down, 
down
Into my face, face, face
Ordering deliveries has 
made
Binging

Binging
Binging

So much
Easier.

Too many choices
Too many entrees
Too many orders
They send four, five 
chopsticks
For my
Exorbitantly priced
Sushi deluxe for two
And I order two sets,
Paying out my ass
For food I don’t need
For food I don’t want.

I’ve already stuffed my 
face 
With raw flour tortilla
And bags of Chex Mix,
Both original and bold, 
Don’t forget! 
The mint chocolates. 

I stuffed it all down
While waiting for the 
delivery
When the orders come,
I hurry across the 

house
The only steps, steps, 
steps
I take as I run past
The roommates in the 
living room
Fearing they’ll see how
Big
Is my bag of forbidden 
goods.

I scurry into my room,
Then
CLOSE
The door; quietly? 
Behind me

Food is one thing I
Enjoy… ?
I indulge,
Compulsively
Shove it
Down my throat
In the secrecy of my 
room,
Away from the
Gaze
Of others who would be
Shocked
Eyes aghast
At the sheer
Volume
I’m able to stuff down 
the
Black hole in my face.

I was better.
I became better.
I thought I was better.
I hadn’t done. This.
This hideous
This shameful 
monstrosity
This compulsive 
force-feeding,

My soul, my brain, my 
control
Leeching my body
As I stare at myself
From outside my body, 
Staring
At my body
Stuffing my face
With food
Since I can’t fill myself 
with
Kindness
Love
Support
No kindness for myself
No love for myself
No support 
even I
Can provide for myself. 

Why Why Why
Do I
Binge Binge Binge
Ordering, this, and that, 
and, oh don’t forget
The tiramisu and tea 
latte and appetizer
Before checking out the 
13-item cart

Brimming with meals
For two

Three
Four

All to be
Devoured
By me

Only me
Just me

Me
Me

Me
I will eat it all
And with it all
I will eat myself. ◇

Poem | Art by DENALI

LitStream Magazine, June 2020 2524 LitStream Magazine, June 2020



““

Submissions
Visit: 

Litstreamagazine.com

Submit to: 
submissions@litstreamagazine.com

submissions@litstreamagazine.com

Submit Your Work! 

Please include the following: 
A short bio of approximately 3 sentences.

Word document (.docx preferred)
12 pt font, Times or Garamond, double spaced, 1 inch margins

Optional:
Name, Age, Location

Multiple submissions are accepted.

Feel free to use a pen name for all work.
Editors may revise entries for length and clarity.

Poetry:
• Long-form: must not exceed 100 lines
• Short-form: must not exceed 20 lines
• Poetry of any kind accepted for review. Examples include and are not 

limited to:
• Black-out poems, image-based poems, sonnets, haikus, etc.

Artwork:
• Must be signed
• Greater than 300 dpi
• Indicate which parts of the artwork can be cropped if necessary
• Artwork of any kind accepted for review. Examples include and are not 

limited to:
• Photography, painting, sketches, cartoons (strips and single cells), 

videos or images of sculptures, etc.
• Preferred: topical content; commentary of a political, social, cultural 

nature.

Film and Video:
• Films and moving picture artwork of any kind are accepted for review.
• Examples include and are not limited to:

• Short films, creative social media-inspired clips, claymation, 
animation, documentaries, mockumentaries, etc.

• Preferred: submissions shorter than 30 minutes.
Mixed Media:

• Any combination of the above categories are accepted for review.
• Examples include:

• Artwork accompanying poetry; poetry in the form of art; spoken-
word poetry; readings of written work recorded on film; film based 
on submitted screenplay; etc.

Open Letters:
• Must be written to a specific person (dead or alive).
• Letters can be written to a group of people (e.g. dear english majors, etc.).

Writing:
• Flash Fiction: must not exceed 100 words
• Short Stories: must not exceed 4000 words
• Prose of any kind accepted for review. Examples include and are not 

limited to:
• Screenwriting, image-based prose, letters, non-fiction, personal 

essays, memoirs, first-person journalism, opinion editorials, etc.

LitStream Magazine, June 2020 2726 LitStream Magazine, June 2020



CONTACT US
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