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“The Conviction Ghost” 

  

The ongoing 

Cycle of voices to limit 

Your choices, I'm a knife 

At the gun fight 

Spirits verses flesh and bone. 

Or is it someone else? 

Someone I know as the singer sang. 

  

Everyone has to have their say 

Words of wisdom 

Lost, cherished alphabetic letters 

Of sentiment here and then passing on 

  

Holding on to devices 

Eyes longing for another voice 

Disparity for something to 

Make a little sense of our privilege. 

Gap pray lead me not into the temptation. 

  

I guess the saying is true. 

The more we know, the more 

We are held to a higher standard 

By the hand of ghosts 

We could never be more alone 

Hungering with words on a throne. 

  

Spirits of windows eyes 

Begins its move 

You can see it on their faces 

Trapped in several webs of conviction. 
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Ghosts like spiders 

Tagging along like a friend 

Bruises of deliberate attempts 

To stop you from peace 

That surpasses all our understanding. 

  

Living every day in my head 

Voices competing in the papers 

Doesn’t feel like a kiss to the Son 

I wasn’t exactly the great rising sun either. 

  

Histories 

And visionaries 

The more we learn 

The slower we become 

In the production and direction of reason. 

  

Ideas were worthless. 

And articles for the second page 

Everyone has a say 

Two cents for the work of a day, it was 

Also an intellectual maze of vanity and mirrors.

 - Bill Charlson 

Charlson is residing in 

Riverside California, a 

student at RCC studying art 

for Graphic Design, loves the 

Bible, coffee, and connecting 

with people and places. He 

seeks adventure and 

meaning. 
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“The Storyteller for Pegah, Who Hates Poetry” 

She told me a story once, 

Whispered, in the way of wives, 

He never touched me, she said, 

I don't think he touched any of them. 

They must have entered the gardens of perpetual 

bliss 

As intact as they day they were born, 

Unbroken vessels, 

Fitting rewards for believing men, 

And there may have been 72 of them, 

All beheaded. 

 

He would marry a lovely girl, she said, 

And the next day he would kill her. 

He claimed their screams for mercy were loud when 

he took them, 

Louder still than their cries when he slaughtered 

them. 

Headless brides could not deny his accounts, 

Nor tell tales of an impotent potentate. 

 

She knew that first night in their room 

When there was no desire in his eyes, 

Though my breasts, she said, were like gentle 

fawns, 

And the kisses of my mouth were as honey, 

 

He had no use for my body, she said, 

It was too solid, too real, 

So I offered, instead, a story. 
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He saw the brilliance of my plots, 

But did not think me capable of planning,  

My feminine ignorance another useful narrative. 

 

That he lay with his wives before he killed them, 

That my stories so enchanted him he forgot to take 

me, 

That he let me live because he wanted to hear  

More convenient fictions, 

All these were convenient fictions. 

 - Kathy Hall 

Hall teaches English at 

Santiago Canyon College.  

Her short fiction has 

appeared in Red Hen Press' 

LA Fiction Anthology and on 

the McSweeney's website, but 

she generally avoids writing 

poetry. 

 

.  
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“Rocking My Costume in Red Cowboy Boots” 

 

I drive to work dressed as Dolly Parton  

The Friday before Halloween.  

I’ve got it down: long blonde wig  

From Target, scarlet lipstick  

With lip liner (to prevent bleeding)  

Gun and holster clip earrings  

Tight red Western shirt smeared  

Over 38DD stuffed bra, black  

Leather jeans, crimson cowboy boots.  

 

Country music blasts in my silver sedan.  

Suddenly red lights flash on the dash  

Steam streams from the hood.  

I pull into the service station.  

The cracked radiator hisses.  

I sign forms, thank the Lebanese  

Mechanic. He looks me over, says,  

You pretty. I don’t bother to explain.  

 

I walk the remaining two blocks  

To work, stare straight ahead  

Ignore the slowing vehicles.  

My pronounced bosom heaves  

The pointed boots already birthing  

Blisters on my swift red feet. 

 - JeanMarie VanDine   

“I have taught English in an 

urban high school for many 

rewarding years. In addition 

to writing, I enjoy traveling 

to exotic lands, singing, 
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gardening with succulents, 

and teaching yoga.”  

  Photo by Francesca Terzano 

  



 
11 

“SoCal You Are My Country” 

    

SoCal you are my country 

Where I worked at the bankrupt university 

Where I birthed books, my favorite human 

An almost divorce, 

And at least two nervous breakdowns. 

It’s too hot to live here 

The allergens kill me 

The drought’s over only for now 

But I see those too tall palm trees  

Shimmering in the 100 degree temperature 

Waving in front of the too big building 

On Lankershim 

And I feel the power pouring into me 

From the heat. There’s songs and stories 

Still left in me. They rise up like sweet young things 

Strutting their stuff on Chandler and Ventura in 

high heels 

Flexing tattooed muscles bending back barbells in a 

Burbank gym 

Dreaming of fake fights under television cameras. 

Those orange buses keep lumbering around the 

corner 

And they promise me places beach-like and 

surprising 

Or even hotter than this spot. It’s possible.  

Agoura Hills maybe or even Pacoima.  

See — I’d rather burn up here alive and 

Smoldering 

Than dissolve in the moisture of those 

Admittedly beautiful Pacific Northwest trees. 

Understand  — I hate some of the people here  



 
12 

More than any I’ve known anywhere 

But the ones I love most are here too  

In Beverly Hills, Ontario, Echo Park, Venice, 

Riverside, Claremont, Westwood — and right here 

In North Hollywood 

Along with  

Comic books 

Nudie Cohn informational plaques 

Broken down small theaters  

Garage bands and 1 large gallery showing  

Private collection paintings by  

Background painters 

For the studios. Funny how what they paint in 

Their spare time — 

That’s all backgrounds too. 

Speaking of which 

My feet touch the sizzling pavement and 

I walk and walk and walk and walk 

For a pizza, for a sub sandwich, I take 

A picture of 3 men who were at some studio 

Function. They’re all dressed up getting iced coffee 

at Starbucks. 

“Smile’ I say ‘it’s balmy.’ 

And the guy in the Ray Bans says, “that’s a really 

pretty 

Name.” 
*Note from the Editor: Please note that lines that do not begin 

with a word that is capitalized are not line breaks*    

-Stephanie Hammer 

Hammer is a 4-time Pushcart 

Prize nominee in fiction, 

poetry, and nonfiction. You 

can read a lot of her writing 

online and follow her on 
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twitter at stephabulist. She 

lives on Whidbey Island but 

escapes back to LA with 

alarming frequency. 

 

 

Photo by Francesca Terzano 
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“Of Cereus Concern”  

 

One day, a bump appears  

on the grey-green side  

Of a pleated stalk, the edge protected,  

an approach treacherous,  

So ugly no one would look twice  

but the bud swells into a bulbous  

Appendage, a long neck striped  

with veins.  

Then one summer night only, it opens--  

dazzling as a bride festooned  

In white, like a new star, a saloon for bees  

who crawl inside, drunk on nectar, 

Confused about how they ended up here  

and how to get out, coated  

In thick yellow dust, unable to fly. 

 Eudora Welty, the writer, used  

To throw garden parties at her house in Jackson, 

Mississippi, the celebrants lively,  

Like the blooms, from dusk to dawn.  

  - Marilyn N. Robertson 

Robertson has been 

published in 

Speechlessthemagazine.org, 

Askew, The Boston Literary 

Magazine, and the anthology, 

WIDE AWAKE, The Poets of 

Los Angeles.  She lives along 

the Arroyo Seco and studies 

with a small group of fellow 

poets, guided by Suzanne 

Lummis.  
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“Looking Up in Time” 

 

I remember watching a sea gull flying overhead.  It 

lifted its tail and sent an impressive load in my 

direction.  Had I stood still it would have missed but 

instead I maneuvered about trying to avoid being hit 

and ran right into it.  No worse than Hamlet, I 

guess. He brought about his own end and that of 

everyone he cared for by his own obsession, 

hesitation, and bungling. 

 

Early summer dawn 

Blue sky, white gull overhead 

Each sealing our fate. 

-Kendall Johnson  

Johnson writes and paints in 

Upland, California having 

served 40 years as a teacher, 

therapist and crisis 

consultant.  He is Director of 

Gallery 57 Underground, 

Pomona, and is exploring 

interactions between art, 

writing, and other forms of 

sense-making. 
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Painting by Kendall Johnson  
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“The Go Bag” 

 

Her overnight case 

That used to wait 

At the front door  

Filled with flowery night shifts,  

Satiny slippers, and tiny  

Pastel sleepers with 

Swaddling blankets,  

Now hides  

In the recesses 

Of a closet, packed  

With changes of clothes  

For her and her children,  

Birth certificates,  

School records,  

Court papers, 

And phone numbers  

Of people she hopes 

He doesn’t know, 

Places she prays 

He’ll never find. 

  - Cece Peri 
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Photo by Francesca Terzano 
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“Full Moon” 

 

At the distance 

Of your arm, 

It’s the size 

Of an aspirin. 

Take it. 

Don’t wait 

Till morning,  

Call me. 

  - Cece Peri 

Peri’s work has appeared in 

various poetry anthologies, 

including Wide Awake: Poets 

of Los Angeles and Beyond 

(Beyond Baroque Books). She 

is originally from New York. 
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“Ashes” 

Those Around Me 

Are like Powerful Phoenixes 

Wrapped in Red and Gold Flames 

With the Force of the Sun Beating 

From deep within their Chests 

Warmth Sharply Radiates 

From Their Open Palms 

And When They Shine 

The Skies are Brilliant Blue 

Brave Warriors of the Day 

Let me be their Comforting Darkness 

Of a Cool Summer’s Night 

I hold specks of Stars in my Sky 

I am No Warrior, but Inside 

Is the Moon’s Illuminating Light 

May my Arms give Sanctuary 

If they ever Need a Place to Hide 

Black as the Richest Soil 

I want to be the Ashes 

That give Rise to Phoenixes. 

  - Savannah Hernandez 

Hernandez enjoys writing 

various genres of fiction and 

poetry, and quite often 

daydreams as a source of 

entertainment.  

Unfortunately, her resting 

face always looks as though 

she's deeply saddened despite 

feeling the exact opposite. 
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Flash Fiction  

 
-Photo by Francesca Terzano 
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“Dispatches – Kitchen Table June 2017, Whidbey 

Island Washington” 
*Editor’s note: nonfiction* 

 

 

“He’s been deported,” my husband says as 

he gets off the phone. 

“He sat here at our kitchen table.”  He stands 

at the counter, breathing heavily which means he’s 

nervous. Which means he’s upset;  

“He was a stranger when he walked in – 

remember? He was the husband of someone we met 

through someone through someone at Indivisible.” 

He pauses. “When he left he was a friend.” 

The friend has been in this country for 15 

years. He has a wife and kids and grandkids. They 

will stay because they are citizens. 

The friend is in Las Vegas right now waiting 

for his plane to Mexico.  

“I feel like I’m watching the Nazis rise to 

power,” my husband says.  

He goes to the back door and puts on his 

shoes. He leaves. He has another meeting. 

I sit down at the table. I put my hands on it. 

The kitchen table belonged to my mother in 

law. She was a poor Jewish girl who got a full 

scholarship to the University of Chicago. Her 

grandmother housed Eastern European immigrants. 

She gave them 3 weeks to find a job, bought them a 

suit, and kicked them out the door.  

It’s amazing how smooth the finish on the 

table still is.  It’s in great condition.  

My mother in law knew how to take care of 

things.  
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We will need to learn how to do that.  

Only with people. 

  -Stephanie Hammer 

 

“Monochrome Hedge” 

 

-Painting by Ann Brantingham  

Brantingham (annbrantingham.com) 

is a natural history artist who 

focuses on local and endangered 

flora and fauna, especially those 

threatened by current environmental 

policies. Along with her husband, 

she volunteers at Sequoia and Kings 

Canyon National Park where she 

teaches art.  
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At A Vet Conference 

 

“How you doing?” The voice broke into his 

reverie, and he looked up. And then down, at the 

wheelchair. Before him was an intense set of eyes in 

a large head in a larger body without legs and one 

arm. Somehow he pushed himself about with the 

remaining good arm, and smiled broadly. The buzz 

cut and attitude marked him as a marine. “Name’s 

Bud Jensen. Who were you with?”  

 

He introduced himself, stifling the urge to 

refer to the man as ‘Sarge,’ or, worse to let the man 

know that he himself was an imposter. “I was shell 

passer on a ‘can off Yankee Station. We did fire 

support for the bases along the DMZ. A lot of close 

patrol.” He braced internally, half expecting Bud to 

say, “Yankee Station wasn’t shit!” 

“Sure, I know you guys! You saved my ass a 

couple of times.” 

 

He was pleased, but immediately hated 

himself for that impulse. He ought to rectify the 

Sergeant’s misconception by saying something 

smart-ass like “I think you have me confused with 

someone who gave a shit at the time.” Or, “Look, I 

went there and was terrified for 6 months and then I 

ran away.” What he did say was, “I’m not sure why 

I came here.” 

 

Bud looked at him steadily. “Well, hang 

around awhile. Maybe you’ll find out.” He looked 

over at the people sitting down, looked up again and 
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said “Glad you’re here, man. We’ll talk some 

more.” Bud wheeled off. 

 - Kendall Johnson 

 

 

Painting by Kendall Johnson 
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Fiction 

-Photo by Francesca Terzano  
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“We All Are Looking at the Same Moon” 

         

I do not think anyone has ever felt as lonely 

as I do in this current moment at 1:21 am. I am 

alone in my brand new apartment in Los Angeles 

miles away from home in Flagstaff, Arizona with 

my Boston Terrier as my only companion. 

The sheets are scratchy, the room is pitch 

dark, the comforter is too thick, and it is eighty 

degrees in my room. My dog is snoring in the 

distance with the circulating noise of my fan.  

I lie here on my back (and I don’t normally 

sleep on my back) listening to that catchy song by 

Taylor Swift play in my head over and over and 

over again. My pillow is soaked with the sweat 

pouring off of my face. 

At that moment I want to call my mom. I 

wonder how she is doing with her constant 

coughing from her COPD and the thousands of 

shots she has to take for her diabetes. How is she 

doing without my assistance? I remember when I 

left, she cried next to her oxygen tank as I drove 

away. I have been a terrible daughter because I have 

not called her in over a month to see if she was even 

okay. I want to call her right now, but I don’t want 

to wake her up because she needs her sleep.         

A bright light shines through my window. I 

open my blinds. It’s just the moon. I plop back onto 

my sweat-soaked bed and try to get some sleep 

before I have to get up at 6:30 to go to class. The 

moon shines brighter and brighter the more I resist 

its message. I close my blinds, but that does not 

work either.  I open them again to look at the moon. 
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It is a super moon, and it reminds me of the 

time I got my first nightlight to scare off Jim, the 

horned demon that terrorized my childhood.  It 

shines bright lightening up the dark night sky. The 

demon I now call Loneliness can’t terrorize me 

now.  The stars were absent from the busyness of 

the city, but the moon is the night’s sun tonight. At 

this moment it is 2:49 in Flagstaff, Arizona where 

my mom is. My mom probably looked at this moon 

before she went to bed wondering why it is shining 

so bright tonight. My dog hops on my bed and looks 

at the moon as well. We sit there together with me 

scratching his head listening to the moon tell us 

both, “You are not the only one looking at me 

tonight.” 

 - Katie Sue Funk 

Katie Funk is 

currently a student at 

Mt. San Antonio 

College studying 

English. She lives in 

Glendora with her 

dog, Russell. 
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“A Haibun for Bees” 

 

Every day for five years, Archie and I would 

walk the dogwood groves of the San Gabriel 

Mountains. I have lost those days of course, lost 

Archie too, lost springtime afternoons when the 

blossoms would fallout white petals, and he would 

bark and snap at the bees. By midsummer, we 

would have lost those flowers, and I would explain 

to him that loss is the nature of everything. 

 Only the child who hasn’t learned fear 

 or the joy of pulling wings off bees 

 can riffle the fur of the insect  

that lands on his arm. 

The bees have begun to leave us, just sort of 

wandering away as though they have come to 

understand that now is the age of people, and that 

they should absent themselves, tactfully quiet about 

the whole operation. Perhaps it began with 

Oppenheimer and that moment when he turned 

night into day. Maybe they are right to go. Maybe 

the pika and the polar bears are too. Maybe this is a 

planet for only humans and the grub creatures that 

live under the ground, that can survive even when 

Oppie transforms the top layer of sand to glass. 

The child stands perfectly  

still in the swarm. 

so bees will caress his lips.  

Meditate for a moment on Oppie as a boy in 

New Mexico. I have dreamed his life and thought of 

mine. As a boy, he dismounts his horse to peer into 

the center of a cactus blossom that seems to move 

on its own to find a single bumble bee fulfilling its 
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destiny. He keeps looking deeper into the center 

until what he finds is fire. I think about my moment 

climbing up a mountain side, when I found my own 

bee in the center of a wild rose. What did I know at 

that moment that might compare to fire? I had a 

flash of realization and the joy of enlightenment, 

but I don’t remember what it was, so I think perhaps 

that boyhood is the time for bees. We’ll save the 

fire for dying. 

  -John Brantingham 

Brantingham's work has been 

featured on Garrison 

Keillor’s Writer’s Almanac 

and The Best Small Fictions 

2016. He has seven books of 

poetry and fiction. He is 

currently working on a 

collection of flash fiction 

piece with Grant Hier that 

covers the entire history of 

California, and he teaches 

poetry and fiction at Sequoia 

and Kings Canyon National 

Park and Mt. San Antonio 

College. 
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Photo by Francesca Terzano 
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Letter from the Editor, 

I want to thank everyone who contributed to the 

first official issue of the Literary Alchemy Zine. A 

special thanks goes to John and Ann Brantingham who 

not only contributed to this issue, but helped promote the 

submission period without hesitation. Both are important 

mentors in my life. I would also like to thank my 

beautiful best friend Elisa Lugo who allowed her 

amazing artwork to be the cover of the first issue! 

I chose the name “Solstice” for this issue 

because the publication is at the end of the summer. 

Summer, for me, is a season of transition and change. I 

was not intending for this to become a theme; however, I 

noticed many of the submissions (not all) deal with 

transition or a fear of change. This is a happy accident, 

and I am proud of this issue. I hope all who read this will 

enjoy it. There are many talented authors and artist who 

contributed to bring this zine to life. 

Thank you, 

Francesca Terzano 

Editor     
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Fin. 
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