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Editors’ Note
Welcome to the twelfth issue of Letter & Line, an annually published 
literary journal of Portland Community College. As the editorial staff, 
it has been our privilege to review all the wonderful submissions made 
by our community, who shared themselves and their creations with us, 
their peers. 

We have found it awe-inspiring to witness the tenacity of our 
community. The road to 2022 was rough for many at PCC. Every 
submission we received hinted at struggles faced or overcome, offering 
us personalized windows into worlds that were, along with the strength 
to laugh in uncertain times. 

Many of us turn to the arts to seek humor and connection or take us 
away from the now for just a moment into a brighter future. So, dear 
reader, it is with joy that we now share these works with you. Some are 
heavy, some are light, but they are all honest, and we are proud of each. 
Enjoy!

Cover art: Untitled, Emerson Mitchell
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Bosnia Calls
Annabel Jankovic

I’m six and the phone rings. Bosnia calls, and my father answers. 
From the mouthpiece: the electric shape of a voice, speaking a language 
I will have tried and failed, in later years, to own. He holds a hand 
over his mouth. I’m seated at the kitchen counter, leaning dangerously 
far back on one of the twin barstools—a bad habit my brother and I 
shared, and one that greatly displeased my mother—teetering several 
inches from an Icarian fall. I watch my father; watch the cryptic 
revolutions of the telephone cord; watch this bad news settle into him, 
chemicals into a riverbed.  

I follow him out into the yard. The sky is shamelessly, obscenely 
blue—has it not heard? The grass at our feet: brittle and yellow, the 
impossible length and warmth of August unspooling. The crows—
insolent and unearthly—torment the robins. I am probably in the 
eggplant-purple nightgown I wore to death, treading heavily in my 
mother’s gardening clogs, two decades too big for me. I trail after him, 

repeating, Grandma’s in Heaven! and Grandma’s 
an angel now! We were not an especially religious 
family, but I believed scrupulously, obsessively, 
anxiously in God at that age—something I 

understand now as the earliest sign of a future illness. Today and for a 
time after, his silence is a brick wall, and I’m on the outside.

                                            ***
On the eve of Bosnia’s secession from the former Yugoslavia, 

crepuscular men had gone door to door distributing guns in the little 
town of Podgrab, where my father grew up. 

The sky is shamelessly, 
obscenely blue—
has it not heard?
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They were members of an ad hoc Serbian militia, setting in motion 
a genocidal campaign against the Bosnians, centered on Sarajevo—a 
city that is sometimes called, for its long history of religious 
heterogeneity, “the Jerusalem of the Balkans.” This was 1992, the first of 
what would be four years of nightmarish besiegement. 

Accepting their weapons would have meant going to war against 
the Bosnian boys my father had grown up with on the cracked banks of 
the Drina, served alongside in the Yugoslav People’s Army. He told the 
men to leave and to never come back. We’ll remember you, one had said, 
sauntering down the garden path.

Marked, he had to leave the house his father built, where a strand 
of garlic had hung since time immemorial in the kitchen window to 
ward off vampires. Where a mile off, three or four family graves were 
dug into a hillside.  

He went to stay at a friend’s apartment in Sarajevo. The building 
guards—deeply aware of his presence within the soon-to-be breakaway 
republic of Bosnia-Herzegovina—scrutinized his comings and goings. 

After several empty days, a friend 
called: a plane was leaving the city 
in several hours—this would almost 
certainly be his last chance to leave.  

He packed his passport, cash, and several pairs of underwear into a 
plastic bag.

Lugging two large trash bags, he moved past the guards to the 
dumpsters, avoiding their eyes. He rounded the corner and zig-zagged 
down the streets, violet in the declining light, making his parting 
remarks to the city that had seen the steady achievement of his master’s 
degree, his first job as an engineer at a collectivist enterprise owned and 
managed by its employees, and the bloom and wilt of his first love. He 
came to a stretch of no-man’s-land monitored by Bosnians on one side, 

...crepuscular men had gone 
door to door distributing guns in 

the little town of Podgrab...
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Serbs on the other. Other would-be deserters had been killed by snipers, 
perched in the panoptic windows of vacant apartments, like owls in 
trees. 

Up in the air, he counted his losses: two fully furnished apartments; 
a Fića (a Fiat-like, Yugoslavian-built car); his mother, brother, and sister, 
who had stayed behind in Podgrab; a daughter from his first marriage. 

                                             ***
What more I know of my father’s first life is a set of elusive half-

facts. I know my grandfather —an antifascist partisan fighter during 
German occupation of Yugoslavia, whittled down by the postwar 
climate—committed suicide, but don’t know what he sold in the store 
he owned in Podgrab. I know my uncle resembled, strikingly, Charlie 
Chaplin; that he loved to dance; and that his hands—invariably 
clutching a cigarette, as though the edge of a cliff—trembled after the 
war he did not flee. The circumstances surrounding his death remain 
unclear. 

I know that in the first few years after leaving Bosnia, my father 
roved the deserts of Libya, Sudan, and Egypt, working on oil fields 
and at power plants. I know he proposed to my mother (then a foreign 
correspondent stationed in Cairo, reporting on the mounting violence in 
Sarajevo) twice—the second time on a nimble felucca drifting down the 
Nile River, as he sang the Serbian folk song “Tamo Daleko” (“There, Far 
Away”), about men who leave their countries, and the women they leave 
behind. 

Since the war, he’s returned to Bosnia twice; only once with us, his 
second family—my mother, brother, and me (his second daughter, born 
in America)—in tow. In the same afternoon, in a stale hospital room, I 
met my grandmother and bid her farewell for the last time. 

I know he neglected to teach his children his mother tongue. And 
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that these days, he dreams in English. 

                                              ***
On this late summer night, a candle is lit beneath the living room 

icon—as one always is, otherwise, for holidays, or the death of a beloved 
pet—and I’ll study Jesus’s imploring, oval eyes; the upturned fish of 
his mouth; his right hand, birdlike, in Benediction; the small flame, 
introducing depth and movement to his features. My father makes the 
sign of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and presses his lips to the glass: 
a papery kiss, the same one he plants on my forehead each evening 
before bed.  

He tucks me into my star-filled sheets, and I listen to the retreating 
pitter-patter of his slippers on the stairs—the same ones I fell down at 
three, ejecting a bloodied milk tooth and damaging irreparably the roots 
of its successor. My father is an 
exceptionally lean, upright kind of 
man, held up by a titanium spirit. 
And I want to be just like him. 
And it makes me strangely glad to see, as the years go by, in passing 
glances in mirrors and shop windows, that I am assuming some of 
that load—these crooked shoulders always an inch from collapse—so 
he won’t have to carry it alone: our defunct country, in the heart and 
around the neck.

My father is an exceptionally 
lean, upright kind of man, held 

up by a titanium spirit.
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Afterburn, Emerson Mitchell



6 Letter & Line

Abuelita ate out of a pot every night in front of her stove after everyone else ate at the table
and all the women had watched over the children
and the discussion had cooled down
and each body left scraps
and crumbs
and wet piles for her to shovel
and there was jesus looking from that wall
and the other
and I took her wedding dress out of the plastic pink playskool trunk
and put it on next to her sewing machine
and used my dolls as humping grounds
and probably came into the kitchen to ask for juju
and please don’t serve me milk a mi no me quiero eso
and someone was yelling but that’s how we talk even though people think we are angry all the time
and she would stand in front of the dresser while showing me how lipstick can be blush too
and she’d kiss her hand
and touch my crotch over my pants
and say this part of me was a treasure
and don’t let any man have it
and then there were more people
and more food
and it was certain you could catch her in the kitchen again in front of the stove
and I would look up
and she was looking down into my eyes scratching the wooden spoon on the bottom of the aluminum pot
gathering sections of concón the word for a delicacy that is always autocorrected because our stories must
be corrected if they haven’t been completely erased
and she would smile
and ask me if I wanted some
and of course I do
and she would say
when you die bring the thing that angers them.

Ode to La Jefa, La Mama
Loulou Fernandez
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Abuelita ate out of a pot every night in front of her stove after everyone else ate at the table
and all the women had watched over the children
and the discussion had cooled down
and each body left scraps
and crumbs
and wet piles for her to shovel
and there was jesus looking from that wall
and the other
and I took her wedding dress out of the plastic pink playskool trunk
and put it on next to her sewing machine
and used my dolls as humping grounds
and probably came into the kitchen to ask for juju
and please don’t serve me milk a mi no me quiero eso
and someone was yelling but that’s how we talk even though people think we are angry all the time
and she would stand in front of the dresser while showing me how lipstick can be blush too
and she’d kiss her hand
and touch my crotch over my pants
and say this part of me was a treasure
and don’t let any man have it
and then there were more people
and more food
and it was certain you could catch her in the kitchen again in front of the stove
and I would look up
and she was looking down into my eyes scratching the wooden spoon on the bottom of the aluminum pot
gathering sections of concón the word for a delicacy that is always autocorrected because our stories must
be corrected if they haven’t been completely erased
and she would smile
and ask me if I wanted some
and of course I do
and she would say
when you die bring the thing that angers them. Origin of Life, Rochelle Wong
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Sea Bug Dinner 
Surprise

Mel Ditmanson

It was another Friday dinner with the family, but this one would be 
different. Morton and Sue, our parents, at the head of the table, with all 
the siblings smushed together. Left-handed Rex sat on the wrong side 
of right-handed Tom, the two of them bickering and elbowing each 
other. The cacophony of disagreements already built to unappetizing 
levels. Ann droned on about the highlighter she was wearing, a glimmer 
sourced from shimmering dust scraped off the wings of monarch 
butterflies. Vern was beside Rex, because if he was beside Tom the two 
would end up feuding over the three thousand dollars Vern might or 
might not owe him. I sat next to Morton, my father, who never talked 
much when there was food and brandy around. On my other side was 
Lilah, a freshman in college, who would mostly chat about her studies 
and the small dramas between her fellow students, both of which I 
could handle. Plus, she kept Vern too distracted to argue about money. 
Then my mother, Sue, sat beside Ann so they could talk about shopping 
for as long as they wanted.

They had made the announcement as such during last week’s 
dinner. They claimed they’d spare no expense for the spread and 
promised to share some exciting news, chiding us to meet their 
expectation of best behavior. Of course, during the week, the group chat 
blew up with everyone’s theories. I silenced it after the first day because 
the near constant pinging was driving me mad. Everyone was curious, 
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everyone was frustrated. Opportunities to enter our parents’ good graces 
were far and few and often short-lived. We all felt the sting of their 
demands, and we older siblings tried fiercely to shelter Lilah from them. 
At precisely a quarter after six, servers rolled out multiple carts holding 
the large, covered platters only used at holiday meals. One platter was 
placed before each of us, ending our chatter. Morton and Sue looked at 
each other with devious smiles. He nodded to her, and they both stood. 
The last tray was set before us, and the servers all exited the dining area. 

“Our sweet children, we’re glad you came tonight. Your mother and 
I have some pressing matters to share with the family.” Morton grabbed 
Sue’s hand and held it. 

Ann was staring at her reflection in one of the chrome lids, and 
Vern was preoccupied with his phone. Several sets of eyes were rolling. 

“The tediousness of our lives has grown unbearable. This is the 
last time we will host a family 
dinner. Tomorrow, we are 
leaving to begin a journey 
around the world. Our goal is 
to visit as many cities as we can before the end of our days. We’ll not be 
returning, and we’ll not be visiting along the way. This is our goodbye.” 
Morton raised his glass as if he were going to give a toast, then simply 
sat. 

Ann leaned over rather quickly to our mother. I could not hear 
her question, but I heard Sue’s answer: “No, no. The lawyers will be 
handling everything like that.” 

No one had any other questions, objections, or well wishes. We all 
sat in silence. Our parents were gazing into each other’s eyes, grinning 
ear to ear. 

“Shall we?” Morton said. He lifted the lid of his plate, which 
started a wave of clinking around the table. I lifted mine and the aroma 

They claimed they’d spare no expense 
for the spread and promised to share 

some exciting news.
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of warm seawater wafted upward. The lemon wedges lined along the 
edges couldn’t cut through the fishy smell. At the center of the plate 
was a crab with its hard-shelled legs spread across the plate. Its hollow 
eyes were looking straight at me. I felt my body tense up as I realized 
I was holding my breath. Three or four black-eyed, whiskered shrimp 
were nestled upright between each leg of the crab. Around the edges 
were tentacles, wrapped around each other and twisted so that all the 
suction cups were visible. 

I wanted to say something, but the words caught in my throat. 
Morton and Sue were already digging in. The rest of us were locked in 

place by the many eyes of our dinners. I couldn’t 
imagine taking one bite. Lilah’s hand reached 
out and grasped mine. A single tear fell down 

her cheek. I squeezed her hand and pushed my chair back. Standing, I 
looked to my parents. 

“Enjoy your trip.” The words were forced. Lilah and I left the table, 
our plates untouched. 

With my arm around her shoulder, we walked down the entrance 
hall. The dreadful hall, lined with portraits of Morton and Sue, each 
framed in filigree. Each iteration of their cold visages resonated with 
dissatisfaction. Now it felt like a countdown. Three hollow gazes to go. 
Two. One.

 I heard the scraping of chairs behind me. Lilah was trembling and 
her tears grew into sobs the farther we got from the table. At the front 
door, I grabbed our coats and wrapped Lilah’s around her. She held it 
tight and looked past me. All four siblings had followed us. Rex and 
Tom settled themselves around Lilah, one putting an arm around her, 
the other ruffling her hair. Ann and Vern stood beside me. Ann eyed me 
with a gaze that said, What the actual fudge was that? 

We all waited until Lilah calmed down. Our parents didn’t come 

Several sets of eyes 
were rolling.
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after us, not to complain about wasted food or to check on Lilah. 
“Sorry, everyone,” Lilah said softly, wiping at her cheeks. 
“Don’t worry about it,” we chorused.
Ann jingled her keys. “I know a great burger joint on the other side 

of town. Y’all hungry?”
“You buyin’?” Vern asked, already putting on his coat. 
Ann just rolled her eyes. “I’ll cover you, Vern.” 
I smiled, feeling calmed by the familiar banter. That’s new, I 

thought.
“How’s the milkshakes?” chirped Lilah.
“Yeah, they got milkshakes?!” Rex and Tom shouted, then looked 

at each other and high fived.We poured out of the house and into our 
respective vehicles, following Ann across town. Our parents crossed my 
mind, and for a split second I felt guilty. I didn’t say goodbye or properly 
thank them for anything. They were going to do what they pleased, 
regardless of any of us. 

Perhaps what we all needed was a break from tradition.
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Clams
Kai Fetter

It’s the moment of truth.
A special meal that’s been in the making for days.
My mother has been talking about this for weeks.
I haven’t seen my uncle so excited in years.

Shijimi clams.

Tiny, brittle, slippery Shijimi clams.
My parents took me and our family to the beach
To dig through the mud and freezing water
For almost two hours, for Shijimi clams.

Handfuls of clams.
Bagfuls of clams.
Hearts full of clams.
Soon to be stomachs full of clams.

My grandmother barely has time to pull her hand away
Before I spear my fork into the bowl of Shijimi miso.
Starved for satisfaction, for the taste of clam.
Salty like sweat, like tears.

It tastes like rubber.

My grandfather takes a swig of his beer and laughs.
“Hey, look at that!” 
The table turns to me.
“He likes it so much he’s crying!”
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Vision of 1995, Xiaolin Jiang
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Who Am I Going to 
Talk to Now?

Sophia Varona
I never said goodbye to so many people at once as I did during 

my last two weeks working at Goodwill. My coworkers told me they 
would miss me. They brought me little treats, and the customers did too. 
Grandpa Julio gave me one of his fig bars. Jim brought me a mug filled 
with chocolates; he was one of my favorites, and I later found out he 
was a retired male stripper. Peggy came in specifically because she knew 
I was leaving. She told me if she ever caught me “boozin’ and losin,” 
she would beat me with her cane. Donald came by too. He didn’t say 
anything special but he was our oldest customer and I was just happy 
to see him kicking. Paula, an especially sweet old lady, hugged me and 
told me she loved me. She said she probably wouldn’t come in as much 
anymore: “Who am I going to talk to now?”

I could ask myself the same thing.
I live a quiet life with little social interaction. Before Goodwill, I 

had jobs where I didn’t talk to people. Cleaning and cooking, back-of-
house jobs. In school I was too fat, and at home my parents fought, so 
the only place I felt welcome was wherever I could be alone. The more 
time I spent alone, the less I wanted company, so I convinced myself I 
preferred it that way. But I became depressed, anxious, paranoid of the 
outside world and of the people living in it.

It seems like I would have done well in 2020, but when I got laid 
off in March, isolation became unbearable. What little social interaction 
I had was gone. I stopped eating. I stole rocks from neighbors’ gardens 
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and held long conversations with a plastic baby. My drug habit 
worsened. Months later, job opportunities popped up and I scrambled 
for the chance to regain some sanity.

When I was hired at Goodwill in 2020, I was malnourished and 
dangerously weak. I barely had enough strength to open the front door, 
and I wasn’t allowed to sit while working the register, so I worried 
about my job performance. Not only did I have to stand, I had to talk 
to strangers all day. I imagined being so bad at talking to customers that 
nobody would want to come to Goodwill.

Surprisingly, I liked this job the most of any I’ve had. During 
my first week, I met seventy-year-old Peggy, a woman I learned more 
about in our first conversation than anyone would ever expect. Many 
of our regulars were older folks who were lonely to begin with, and the 
pandemic was making them even lonelier. I think getting older can 
make people more honest, because these customers seemed to tell me 
everything on their minds, no holds barred. Sobriety books taught me 
that honesty is important, so I decided to be honest right back. This was 
how I learned to form truthful, meaningful connections.

Building confidence helped 
me better handle hard situations 
and stand up for myself. Goodwill 
customers were friendlier and 
more patient than people at other jobs, but there will always be difficult 
people. Unpleasant interactions put a dent in my self-esteem but I got 
used to them. I trained myself to speak with a calm, confident voice 
and to maintain steady eye contact with customers looking for a fight. 
Confrontational situations no longer scared me. I walked away feeling 
proud about how I handled things, and I rarely dwelled on anything 
negative.

When I was hired at Goodwill 
in 2020, I was malnourished 

and dangerously weak.
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When I applied the skills I learned at Goodwill to my everyday life, 
the world began to seem like a friendlier place. I reconnected with old 
friends. I told people to back off. I was more present with my friends 
and family, and I hung out with them more often. I no longer lived in 
fear of running into people from high school, or having to speak to the 
cashier when I shopped. I started conversations, whereas before, I felt 
like a nuisance for breathing other people’s air.

The only problem was that I couldn’t live at Goodwill. My 
roommates were a couple, so the only company I had was the vodka 
in the kitchen and the unmarked pills scattered across my bedroom 
floor. My favorite was a small light blue tablet called OxyContin; I only 

needed a small shaving, and within 
minutes of inhalation, I felt like the 
whole room was my friend. My dirty 
clothes, empty cups, and scattered 

pills all came together to give me one big hug. It felt like love in a pill, 
and in 2021 it caused four overdoses and one concussion. After many 
unsuccessful attempts to pace myself and control how much I took in 
one sitting, I finally quit altogether.

I couldn’t openly talk about struggling with narcotics at work. But 
I told some trusted coworkers in private and they told me their own 
stories, assuring me that I would succeed. One even joined me in my 
sobriety (even though she was only quitting Diet Pepsi). I also told 
some of the elderly customers that I was trying to go sober, and they 
checked in on my progress. I had a supportive community to keep me 
accountable. The pandemic shut down Narcotics Anonymous meetings, 
but I found one for myself at Goodwill.

Goodwill was important to me because I didn’t feel lonely. 
Eventually I had to leave because I wasn’t offered part-time hours, 
so I moved in with my mother, started college full time, and joined 

It felt like love in a pill, and in 
2021 it caused four overdoses 

and one concussion.
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an addiction program. I’ve been unemployed for about two months 
and I’ve started talking to the walls just to fill up the empty space. 
Loneliness is back. I’m not using drugs and I find myself anxious, tired, 
and hopeless. I get sick more, and I have trouble sleeping. I often think 
about the people at Goodwill, and now I know what I need to do to 
make myself happy: Find people to talk to. I just don’t know where to 
start.

The Cow Night, Hinata Yokoyama
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Time is
(at times)
a gentle breeze
throught her curly hair 
that 
reminds me of pine trees. 
Or 
undulating waves 
washing over stones
suggestive;  
rhythmic;
smoothing out cracks 
and edges
over a sandy bed. 
Time is 
(at times)
an angry winter storm
that threatens to topple mountains
with frigid fingers 
that
shakes the walls of our apartment
in which we huddle
as scared children.

Time is
Dan Chilton

Or
an angry earthquake 
red hot 
rattling tectonics
as she
tells me to hold on to something
my knuckles 
turning white.
“Time is what we make it,”
her voice reminds me
of campfire smoke
drifting over moss-laden 
forest floor
where
there’s no one else but us
so we make love
within the reverent silence 
of 
natural timelessness. 
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Terrestrial Dreams, David Bolles
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Iced Hazelnut Latte
Carter Machado

She’s late. Noah flicks his eyes to the door again, sighing when he 
sees the cafe still empty from his vantage point behind the counter. He hears 
laughter poorly stifled behind him and turns around to shoot what he hopes is 
an intimidating glare at Isabelle.

“Calm down, man,” she says, still giggling at his plight. “I can feel your 
shoulders tensing from here.” Noah huffs, standing up straighter and rolling out 
his neck with a wince.

“That’s easy for you to say, Belle,” he groans, leaning his hip against the 
smooth black countertop. “This is fucking embarrassing.” He’s referring to the 
sticky note placed on the register, crooked and stinking of Belle’s handiwork. 
It’s hot pink and reads, “WEEK 4: will Noah finally ask out his cruuuuush???” 
There are twelve tick marks in the “NO, LOSER” column. They don’t even have 
twelve employees.

“It would be less embarrassing if you would just ask her on a date, Noah,” 
Isabelle replies. “The worst thing she can say is no.”

“Actually,” Noah begins, “The worst thing she could say is ‘Fuck you, you’re 
an idiot, you’re ugly, and I would never like you like that–’”

He’s cut off by a familiar bell ringing somewhere to his left. He knows 
without looking that Isabelle is laughing again, hands clutched to her face as 
she slinks towards the back of the coffee bar.

Gwen is only halfway to the counter, and Noah has already lost his train 
of thought. She’s wearing the same dorky lanyard that she always does, and has 
her blonde hair pinned up behind sunglasses. It’s cloudy and overcast outside, 
and Noah hopes she never finds out. He meets her eyes and waves, the same 
thing he does every afternoon, and he can feel his pulse in his wrists when she 
smiles at him.

“Hi,” she says, slightly breathless, stopping short at the counter. She looks 
at the menu above his head like she doesn’t rattle off the same order every time 
her heels click on the hardwood floors. Privately, Noah is grateful for the extra 
seconds that he can study her without her noticing. There’s a new enamel pin on 
her jacket, some cat from a movie he can’t remember the name of.
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“Hey, Gwen,” he replies. “I like your pin, I love that movie.”
“Thanks!” She grins up at him again and his pulse nearly stops entirely. 

“Kiki’s Delivery Service is one of my favorites. Good to see you’re a man of 
taste.” Noah has definitely never seen the film, but he preens at the compliment 
anyway.

“Of course. Did you just want the usual today?” Isabelle moves into action 
behind him, taking a cup from over his shoulder.

“Yeah. I’m boring, I know.” She’s not boring, Noah thinks. She laughs at 
all his stupid jokes and tells him stories about her 
mornings and she is so interesting that it makes him 
want to beg her to start a podcast just so he can listen 

to her voice spin mundane interactions into award-winning monologues.
“I don’t think you’re boring, Gwen,” Noah says because that’s the only way 

he’ll ever be able to tell her that seeing her is his favorite part of every shift.
“Thanks, Noah.” She’s almost blushing, Noah thinks – did he make her 

blush? No, he couldn’t have. It is getting awfully warm in the shop.
They stand there, at the counter, in silence, until Noah remembers he has 

to ring up her order. He quickly puts in his own employee numbers, wincing 
when he sees he’s used four out of his seven free coffees for the week. It’s only 
Tuesday. 

“Here’s your order!” Isabelle yells far too loudly, hip-checking Noah so she 
can hand Gwen her latte. “Have a great day, girl.”

Gwen takes the coffee quickly, dropping a bill in the tip jar. She looks 
between the two of them, verging on suspicious. Noah tries to grin, but he can 
feel the awkward grimace stretching between his cheeks as Gwen starts to walk 
away.

“Thank you,” She calls, almost at the door. He could reach out for her, stop 
her, take her hand and ask her when she gets off work. He could tell her that he 
thinks she’s beautiful and that he likes the colorful sweaters she wears. He could 
ask her if she wants to watch that movie with him, admit he’s never seen it, and 
just wanted to impress her.

But he lets her walk out the door, hand raised in a pathetic imitation of a 
wave goodbye. Isabelle bursts out laughing as soon as the door rings closed.

 ...it makes him want to 
beg her to start a podcast... 
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I’m fucking late. Gwen curses, turning her car, into what she’s come to 
consider her designated parking spot, as calmly as she can. It’s still crooked, 
she knows, but hopefully, no one will notice, and she’ll be gone in ten minutes 
anyway.

She takes a deep breath, flipping open her mirror compact. Her eyeliner 
is smudged, but she doesn’t think he’ll notice – why would he look at her that 
closely? Privately, she hopes he looks at her that closely, notices her blush every 
time she sees his eyes flick from her hair to her shoes. Snap out of it, Gwen, she 
thinks, shutting the mirror and grabbing her jacket from the passenger seat.

She’s out of the car and across the parking lot too quickly, slinging her 
jacket on as she skips up the curb. She’s giddy now; the nerves have cooled, and 
she dusts imaginary specks off her jeans.

The bell chime is familiar, just like the dark floppy hair that waits for her 
behind the counter. Noah pushes his hair out of his eyes and grins, waving a 
hello that sends sparks up her spine.

She’s still moving too fast and stops, slightly out of breath, at the counter, 
returning his easy smile. 

“Hi,” she says, fiddling with the car keys in her pocket. She scans the 
green menu above the counter, even though she’s been drinking the same 
recommendation from Noah for weeks.

“Hey, Gwen,” he replies, quiet over the racket that the other barista is 
making down the bar. “I like your pin, I love that movie.”

“Thanks!” Gwen can’t help but smile. “Kiki’s Delivery Service is one of my 
favorites. Good to see you’re a man of taste.” Her mind sets off, spinning with 
images of the two of them sitting on her couch and watching the film, sharing 
a bowl of popcorn and a blanket. She doesn’t actually like the movie that much, 
just thinks that the cat is cute, but it doesn’t matter – she’d just be watching the 
screen flash in Noah’s brown eyes.

“Of course. Did you just want the usual today?” She likes that he has her 
order memorized and taps it in before she has to open her mouth. His coworker 
has already started making her coffee, and Gwen wonders if he told her what 
the order would be before she came in. Does he talk about her when she isn’t 
there?
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“Yeah. I’m boring, I know.” Gwen laughs, trying to diffuse imaginary 
tension. Does it annoy him that she gets the same thing every afternoon? He 
never seems annoyed, always speaks to her with this easy confidence that makes 

her want to ask him what he thinks of anything 
and everything just to hear him talk. She would 
listen to him talk about potato peelers.

“I don’t think you’re boring, Gwen.” She feels like she’s floating every 
time he says her name. His mouth moves around it like it’s something special, 
something pretty.

“Thanks, Noah.” She’s blushing down to her collarbones; she can feel it. 
Maybe I should have left the jacket in the car, she thinks. It’s getting awfully 
warm in here.

Before she knows it, the other girl is almost shoving her latte into her 
hands.

  “Here’s your order!” Her name tag reads “Isabelle” in neat rainbow 
letters. Gwen decides that she likes her and drops an extra bill in the tip jar. 
“Have a great day, girl.”

Gwen wants to argue about the free drink – two days in a row is too much, 
as much as it gets her hopes up – but she’s still running late.

“Thank you!” she calls after them. She wants to run back to the counter 
and drop her phone number in the tip jar. She wants to tell Noah that she gets 
off work at seven and drives back this way anyway, and would he like to go see 
that movie? She wants to compliment his hair and his nail polish, and his smile.

But she walks out the door and runs back to her car instead, letting out 
a gleeful shout as soon as she sits down. Her coffee tastes better than it did 
yesterday.

She would listen to him talk 
about potato peelers.
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From Here
The Takahashi Company Printer

Distance, I acknowledge, has become a relative facet of my day-to-day. 
When I think of my siblings, my mother, my father, old friends, and coworkers 
I have had that one moment of camaraderie with, grandparents I never saw 
before they died, etc. I am stolen away for a second and I can feel a coldness 
behind the ears that can only come from the most passive of love. 

To say I have become an adult has zero to little actual rhythm to it, 
especially when it leaves my lips to a landlord’s ear or slips towards the woman 
at the DMV after a lost ID card is murmured behind the desk. To say I have 
felt fraudulent in most aspects of life lines up right above my belly button. 

Imposter syndrome is the first to assume dominance…then comes this 
odd wave of sweetness, Icy Hot against the taint, burning with this sensation 
of euphoria that creeps up. My arms feel like mementos of old women in big 
books, staggered as I am. Staggered from actually putting many names to faces 
and being  more focused on the fact that I am the most unfortunate.

A year is to say things like “well, that’s not quite enough time” or “that 
isn’t how you screw in a lightbulb especially when the lamp’s on” but a decade 
afterwards I will be so deep in a filing cabinet of unfortunates and rolling 
eyeballs that you won’t be able to even see the baby in the sailor’s outfit. 

Chlamydia has cleansed me, and I can see myself bragging about it with 
my eyes to the pharmacist, feeling good and bold, feeling like my version of a 
lion’s pelt wrapping around the wound. It still hurts when I piss. I still looked 
embarrassed on the drive back. 

I picture Mazzy Star in my brain and zone in on Hope Sandoval and feel 
pretentious around everyone in the world, a pretentiousness that will carry me 
to another day: a modern-day monocle man without any supervision besides 
the phone calls from the government and the sternness of an albino rat doing 
jumping jacks in the ceiling. 

I send love to every woman, man, and child this side of the city. May it 
carry you to bury your fortunes so I may dig it up when you are dead. Let us 
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Fenced Teeth, Lee Jaesook Houlobek

all forget about seasons and remember the time that Lola Barnett kissed me 
so hard I got a bloody nose and let it run through me so I emerge victorious in 
another sunset draped in Exxon.

And to all the younger brothers and sisters that have become harvesters 
of old closets, found pocket knives, butane lighters with inscriptions, and 
references to Linkin Park lyrics, I say, “I’m sorry.” As underdeveloped as you 
may feel, as underdeveloped as days belong, just know that I have no words of 
encouragement to brand you with, but links to a video that says things much 
better than I stumble. 

I love you. I wish I didn’t, but I do, and that’s the facts, Jack.
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The Two Daves
(an excerpt)

Brooke Taylor
Be careful who you wish for. When you’re a six-foot stringy-haired 

socially-inept female like me, you can’t be too choosy, but even I had 
aspirations. My idea of flirting was to sit in the same room as a cute 
guy and see if he’d say anything to me. If he did, I was instantly in 
love – not that I could do anything about it. If he didn’t, well that was 
expected. Complicating this was the fact that I seemed to be invisible, 
and I startled people so often that it had an effect — I started dressing 
in bright colors so people would start seeing me, like some kind of 
errant traffic cone.

College was a new start, new friends, and the chance to do 
whatever I wanted. Luckily I got into the honors dorm, because weird 
was welcome there. I found my tribe quickly: a pair of computer nerds, 
a bisexual raver, and several shrill girly girls. I was the person who could 
hang with anybody because I was so dang happy to see everybody. Cute 
guys though — that was a problem, because it was a whole different set 
of rules.

One night, a big group from my dorm decided to go to a movie 
together at the campus theater, and we all filed in and plopped down, 
taking the whole second row. I sat with my roommate Vicki who was 
fiddling with her curly black hair, recently buzzed to two inches long 
after a bad breakup. She started looking around and making exasperated 
sounds.

“Ugh, everyone’s looking at me.”
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I started dressing in bright 
colors so people would start 
seeing me, like some kind of 

errant traffic cone.

I glanced around. “I don’t see anyone looking at you.”
“Yes they are — look, that girl over there is.” She gestured and I 

turned, seeing a waif in a flannel shirt who I judged was staring into 
space — but I decided not to argue it.

“I like your hair. I think you look cute, like Betty Boop.”
“Betty Boop?? Great.”
“What? People love Betty Boop!”
“Old cat ladies with diabetes like Betty Boop.” She pulled her 

sweater’s hood up and settled into a funk.
I made a face to myself, then turned to see a figure walk on stage in 

front of the screen. He was young and slim and had swarthy skin, shiny, 
black hair, and angry eyebrows.

He mouthed something at us 
all, and when he got no response 
from the cacophony, he cupped his 
hands around his mouth and angrily 
screamed “SHUT THE HELL UP!!!” 

We all gasped with confusion and immediately complied, mouths 
agape. 

Seeing the results, he continued grouchily, “I’m the new 
projectionist Dave. You’re about to see the movie Shall We Dance. It’s 
in Japanese. Yes, you’ll need to read subtitles. If you don’t wanna read 
subtitles, you need to leave now and ask for a refund. If you get halfway 
through the movie and get sick of reading subtitles, don’t ask for a 
refund because you won’t get one.”

All of us in row two looked at each other, indignant. Vicki 
muttered “what a weirdo.”

Continuing, he gesticulated toward the back rows, and his anger 
intensified. “Rows in the back, no drugs, no booze. I’m not cleaning that 
up again!!” 
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He brushed back his thick black 
hair and his face softened. 

“Do you wanna see the booth?”

We all leered back in their general direction to see if we could suss 
out the perpetrators or what they might be planning. Craning my head, 
I saw a blue-eyed Adonis a few rows back and my neck seized. We 
locked eyes for a moment, and he smiled. A lightning bolt shot through 
me, and I just about pulled Vicki’s arm out of joint. “Omigod!! Check 
out this guy!!” I hissed, subtly nodding my head in his direction.

“Wha?” She peeked around me. “Oh shitburgers. Whoa.”
“He just smiled at me and he’s gotta be the hottest guy I’ve ever 

seen.”
Our friend Miriam leaned over from the other side of Vicki and 

whispered with a grin, “His name is Dave, I know him from class. 
Isn’t he hot?! No girl has cracked him.” After pausing for effect, “If he 
smiled at you, then yikes.” She nodded encouragingly and I felt my face 
blushing up to my forehead.

“Why is everyone named Dave tonight? What should I do?”
“After the movie, go talk to him!” Vicki offered.

A cackle involuntarily exploded 
out of me, and the Dave up on 
stage whipped his gaze to me, 
angrily appraising whether I was 

mocking him. I stifled it quickly and looked apologetic, and he stormed 
off stage and the lights faded.

All through the movie, I waited for brightly lit scenes so that 
I could  glance back to sneak a peek at hot Dave. When the movie 
ended, Vicki jumped up and started pulling me toward the side aisle, 
clambering over fellow dorm-mates. We reached the side before him, 
pretended to casually chat, then I blurted “I’m not ready!” and bolted 
out the exit next to the screen, running headlong into the weird 
projectionist Dave.

“Sorry!” I shrank back and looked at the ground.
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He raised his eyebrow. “Oh it’s you, the girl that laughed at me.”
I looked up at him sideways. “I wasn’t laughing at you! My friend 

said something that was funny — but it wasn’t about you.” He looked at 
me sternly and I turned to slink away.

“Wait — are you in the films club?” he stammered.
I turned back. “Yes… Why?”
He nodded. “I thought I’d seen you there. I usually come in late 

and I sit at the back. The idiots won’t wait for me to run there from my 
journalism class.”

“Okay…” I took a step to leave but he was still looking at me.
He brushed back his thick black hair and his face softened. “Do 

you wanna see the booth?”
“Okay…” I felt honored that such a crusty guy was being nice to 

me.
He led me through the dated lobby, and we climbed up the 

stairway, narrow and dank. Proudly swinging his arm toward the old 
behemoth projector, I marveled at the sheer size of the thing and the 
smell of its ancient gear oil. He showed me how he had to lift the 
massive reels one by one and load them onto the spool a certain way. 
“Make one mistake and the whole movie is ruined,” he warned. “You 
don’t want to show the ending first or get an upside down picture.” I 
watched him carefully switch the levers and gates and start the rewind, 
the motor howling. His dedication impressed me.

Over the din, I smiled and yelled, “Thanks!” I waved goodbye and 
turned to go.

He bounded after, the stair step above me breaking as he landed 
hard. Stumbling to recover, he spat, “Wanna get dinner sometime?”

My head spun around, eyes wide. I’d never been asked out before. 
Not knowing what to say, I weakly nodded.

“Great! Where do you live? I can pick you up tomorrow night.”
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“Yuma Hall—” slipped out.
“See you then!”
I glided home in a haze and entered my room quiet as a ghost. 

Slamming the door shut, I startled Vicki.
“There you are! SO – did you end up talking to him?” she purred 

suggestively.
“Uh huh...”
“SO...”
“He asked me out...”
She clapped with delight. “Addy and Dave! Sittin’ in a tree!       

K-I-S-S-I-N-G!”
I smiled and blushed, then realized – “Oh! Not that Dave, the 

other one.”
“What?”
“Not ‘hot Dave.’”
“What?”
“The other one.”
“The other what?”
“The other Dave.”
“What other Dave?” Vicki was getting frantic now.
“The projectionist one.”
She looked utterly aghast. “That weird guy — weird Dave??”
“Yeah.”
“What???”
“Yeah.”
“How did that happen?”
“He was nice to me – he wasn’t all weird like when he was 

screaming at us.”
She raised an eyebrow and shot me a condescending look. “Addy, 

he looks like Spock and he’s a psycho. Do not go out with him.”
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I Looked Over My Shoulder and Saw Myself
on the Street Corner, Lee Jaesook Holoubek

“I already said yes.”
“Well stand him up then!” she screeched.
“He’s picking me up.”
She threw her hands in the air. “Well, okay, are you saying I’m 

gonna have to talk to this guy? He’s so weird!”
I shrugged. “He’s kinda cute.”
“Kinda cute?? He looks like a serial killer.”
I rolled my eyes and waved her off. I had a date, my first date.      

He was a weirdo, but it counted: a guy had noticed me. 
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These Days 2, Yolanda Wysocki
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Paul
Maria Llull

Pale sunlight seeped into the low-ceilinged apartment where 
Paul reclined on a long plaid couch, quietly filling in a crossword. 
The only noise was his brother Jude frantically moving from room to 
room, retracing his steps, sniffing constantly. His thick brown hair was 
fastened in a ponytail at his nape, sweat pouring down his back.

Paul looked up from his puzzle to consider me, and I wonder 
what he saw. I know I was sometimes too talkative but often so shy, 
folding in on myself, compressing my energy. He had dropped out 
of medical school and law school, and we worked with his brother, 
waiting tables two exits up 101. The two of them lived downstairs from 
me that summer, just before I spiraled off into a cocaine blur and left 
my roommates, and moved alone to an in-law on the other side of the 
freeway.

A few years later, I saw Jude from afar, bouncing along in his 
old brown truck in a parking lot by the beach. I was several months 
pregnant then, and I didn’t call out to him. So much had happened 
during those intervening years, our voices couldn’t possibly have reached 
each other; we were missing too much context to convey anything 
meaningful.
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An Elegy for the River
Guzide Erturk

The blood on the ferret’s spine
dried. Without moving in the grass,
his eyes are closed, and
he won’t open them again.
Doesn’t know where his prey is.
Some drops are here and there:
a few heartbeats,
an old wind knocking on the door. 
You can’t hear the sound of the river;
it’s quiet.  The bright yellow fish is not
there anymore. Don’t worry. 
I have seen winter before.
The tree’s branches
won’t move. Please, fall. 
A crystalline coldness poisoned its body,
right before the bloom.
The bluebird holds her
heavy breaths. She promises
not to sing. 
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September, Apple Picking, Hinata Yokoyama
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Contributor Bios
Hi, I’m David Bolles, a student at PCC. For years before the pandemic, 
I was a chef and hospitality manager; now, in these times, I find myself 
running a small store in St Helens, OR, and working on my second degree. 
I have a passion for writing and photography, and in my spare time, I set 
out to find amazing things. I hope to share some of the world’s wonders 
with you!

Dan Chilton was born and raised in Portland, OR where he now studies 
Creative Writing and English at Portland State University. He is the 
current Fiction Editor for the Portland Review.

Mel Ditmanson has recently moved to Mississippi but still attends remote 
learning courses at PCC. She has been passionate about storytelling since 
childhood, which was often used to keep her siblings entertained and 
occasionally to get out of trouble.

Guzide Erturk was born and grew up in Istanbul, Turkey. She is a 
storyteller, who currently lives in Portland, Oregon and studies Creative 
Writing at PCC.

Loulou Fernandez is a multi-disciplinary artist and student, studying 
social sciences. A first generation US inhabitant of Caribbean descent, she 
grew up in North Jersey and recently learned how to cry.

Kai Fetter: I am a student at PCC and a member of the class that is in 
charge of editing Letter & Line. While I’ve never submitted work for 
publication before, I am excited to share a piece of myself with the world 
through the venue of Letter & Line.



37Letter & Line

Lee Jaesook Holoubek is a youth creative studying at PCC to build an art 
portfolio and gain experience. Their piece “Fenced Teeth” plays with the 
concept of self-talk and what that can mean in a time of transition. Learn 
more on their website: https://leejaesookart.weebly.com

Xiaolin Jiang shares context for three artworks:
• “Return to Normalcy” : This painting was inspired by a photo of 

my friend’s band playing music in Central Park. Painted in April 2020, 
the world was struggling with the virus and its newness, New York’s 
atmosphere of arts and artists everywhere was totally changed. I hope this 
painting could cheer the dreamers in NYC up.

• “Bonds Remained” : Now I am the grown one, and my family flies 
from me, becoming smaller but still important and connected parts of my 
new life. 

• “Vision of 1995” : Missing my grandma, missing the past, missing the 
feeling of home and being taken care of. I know that even though she has 
passed, the memories will always be there for me, my grandma’s presence 
can still be felt.

Annabel Jankovic: I live in Portland, OR and work at Powell’s City of 
Books. I hold a Bachelor’s in Comparative Literature from UC Berkeley 
and a Master’s – also in Comp Lit – from Dartmouth College. I’m an 
amateur owler, lino printer, and believer that “all sorrows are less with 
bread.” 

Maria Llull returned to school after raising her son, and she is studying 
creative writing. She worked as a freelance writer for several years, mostly 
writing trivia for board games, puzzle books, and card games.   

Carter Machado is a poet and fiction writer playing at professionalism at 
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PCC and mostly making a fool of themself. They believe silly, happy art is 
just as meaningful as the sad stuff and they are excited at any opportunity 
they receive to share it.  

Emerson Mitchell has been studying in the arts department at PCC for 
nearly three years, building up a body of work with different mediums and 
styles, engaging with the arts department through annual student art shows, 
and working as a print studio tech. Emerson has been engaged in building 
a sense of story and visual language with recent works.

The Takahashi Printer Company is located on the fourth floor of a 
building next to the one with the wood panels and skylights. You have 
to hit the machine twice to start and it still takes a couple minutes to get 
running. More to come from the businessman without a tie.

Hi, I’m Brooke Taylor, a mom and retired pharmacist who is a born-again 
Jill-of-many-arts. I live outside Portland and divide my free time between 
writing, garment sewing, painting, and sculpting. I believe humor is healing. 
My stories are real life masquerading as fiction; I change enough to avoid 
scandal, and only I know which parts are fact.

My name is Sophia Varona, and this is my first term at PCC. I’m taking a 
Writing 121 class with Professor Cohen, who recommended that I submit 
this essay. I never saw myself as much of a writer so it surprised me that I 
have enjoyed the class so much. My essay is about the effects of isolation, 
the benefits of having a supportive community, and dealing with serious 
substance abuse disorder.

Rochelle Wong is an aspiring concept artist and designer, using a hybrid of 
traditional and digital art methods. Her work has been published in Deep 
Overstock’s themed issues. She has always been passionate about creating in 
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many forms including drawing, painting, writing, crocheting, and dance. 
She also has interests in the sciences, and uses that knowledge to fuel her 
imagination and inspire her artwork.

Yolanda Wysocki: I have been taking photographs for over 40 years, mostly 
with a camera, but in the last few years only with my iPhone...for better or 
worse. Although not currently working, my professional background has 
been in Life Coaching, counseling, and social services.

Hinata Yokoyama: I really appreciate getting a chance to showcase my 
works in public. I want to be an artist in the future and there was no way 
not to apply for this. I am a passionate international student from Japan. I 
love colors in this world and putting those beautiful colors into my works, 
too. I always find beautiful lights around me. I want to be an artist who can 
tell the energy of this world through my arts.
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Masthead

Letter & Line is a literary magazine created by the Editing & 
Publishing class at PCC Sylvania. The work herein is a collection 
from members of the student body and PCC community. To submit 
your work for a future edition of Letter & Line, visit: letterandline.
submittable.com.

This issue uses Adobe Caslon—an old-style serif font—as our body 
text. It was created by William Caslon I in 1728, designed using a 
punch-cutting process that was a difficult technique and a well-kept 
secret among his family. Its trademark is precision, which is reflected 
in its delicate, sophisticated look. It was used in the Declaration of 
Independence. Our modern revival was created by Carol Twombly, who 
added features typical of digital fonts.

Caslon is paired with Futura, a sans serif font, designed by Paul Renner 
in 1927. We chose this font for its variability, reflected in its use as 
Futura demi in a size 30 for titles, a medium oblique size 10 for artist 
captions, a bold size 10 for our pull quotes, and book oblique size 10 for 
author names. Its geometrically shaped letters create a visually striking 
mix of classicism and modernity.

Letter & Line Twelfth Issue, Winter 2022
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