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Editors’ Note

Few things bridge distance quite like the written word. Writing can 

carry ideas beyond cultures, generations, and borders. For writers, 

those impossible optimists, this journey involves ideas too stubborn to 

relinquish, shaped by long nights before page or screen—smudged ink, 

sweaty keystrokes, picky edits, fleeting inspiration, quiet doubts, and 

even quieter resolve—all to get ideas out to the world.

Some of these writers’ ideas have made their way to us, the edi-

tors of Clackamas Literary Review. For the past several months we 

have come together to read and re-read, discuss, debate, and wrestle 

through each submission, spending hours dissecting pieces we were un-

sure about and fighting for the stories and poems we loved. Our discus-

sions stirred deeper thought, challenging us in unexpected ways as we 

reconciled differing perspectives. Often this allowed us to see things in 

a new light, as beloved pieces were turned away and ones we did not 

first appreciate became favorites. Slowly, something that began as many 

individual efforts became a collaborative experience, reminding us that 

dissonance and diversity are part of a written work’s journey.

In this world that feels increasingly disconnected and isolated, 

each piece you are about to read was created by a soul seeking con-

nection. A connection to someone like you. Countless hours have been 

spent in service of the book you now hold in your hands and the con-

nections it creates. Enjoy the variety of works in this volume; let them 

sink in and become part of who you are—part of your journey through 

the messy, chaotic, wonderful world we live in. And may the experi-

ence lead you to find something new of yourself along the way.
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Genesis

John Sibley Williams

That in the beginning nothing was 

known of the beginning only explains

so much. That our fathers had fathers

who traced their trembling back 

to strange sources. Rain as weeping.

Storm: rage. All the suffering 

wrapped up in us: deserved. & the awe,

the rinds of light that make their way

down here, burning like an anthem.

When the sky can’t fill it all in, I too

color outside the edges. Isn’t that what

edges are for? Like rules, how they say

you must master before breaking them.

Like how the field is only filled with

what we can see in the field. Doe tracks. 

Wolf tracks. Waiting. So much waiting for

our turn. Everything burning endlessly

with the odor of its birth.
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Liebestraum

Chad Bartlett

The moon tonight flutters when I touch it

like a decade-long dream in which I 

have found the music that opens everything.

Cellos vibrate low tones, radiating gray

dust circles around us, bows dragged slowly

to prolong notes’ long decay. No silence

here, but perpetual loss. The moon now burns 

away like old celluloid, the only print of

a silent film disintegrating, hum of strings

fading. 
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A Gallery

Daniel J. Nickolas

Painting One:

The painting that hung in the sun-struck lobby of the Crestview 

Community College auditorium was a colossus, yet inattentive passersby 

mistook it for a simple change of pattern on the wall. The texture and 

style of the painting was done with great care and skill by a committed 

hand, deft and well trained. A boy named Tyler, who possessed the 

clever-cute demeanor of a raccoon, stood waiting for a theater class to 

begin. A friend of his, named Rebecca, stood with him.

“It’s not really black and white, is it? Rebecca asked her friend. 

Her eyes fluttered like a dragonfly from one side of the painting to 

the other, trying to take in the image as a whole. The painting evoked 

a valley tree in misty midwinter, seen just as the soon-dawning sun 

turns the horizon cobalt and grey. “Wait, no. It’s just a trick of the 

light, isn’t it? I thought there was color in it, but it’s just a glare from 

the sun.”

“There’s a lot of color in it.” Tyler said, rummaging through the 

image’s subtle details that proved him right. “The outline on the tree’s 

stump has color, and the sky fades from white, to grey, to dark blue, 

not black.”

“It’s strange.” Rebecca reexamined the painting, waiting for 

clarity to dispel the mystery. Nothing came to her. “I heard that a 

student painted this, but I don’t know if I believe that. Why wouldn’t 
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the school get something done by a professional? Especially something 

that’s hung where everyone can see it.”

“Financial thing, maybe?”

“I guess. It seems like a professional might donate their work 

to a school—get some exposure in the process. Nobody gets anything 

with a student painting.” Rebecca’s posture straightened; a counter 

melody had begun over the conversation, a percussive click that was 

precise, solid, and consistent. 

Professor Lapis stopped next to Tyler and Rebecca and the 

painting. Now still, her high heels no longer echoed the sweet tap-

click through the cavernous lobby. “You two are early for class.” She 

winked. From her earrings, genuine bluejay feathers dangled.

Rebecca’s attention was still given to the painting; she acknowl-

edged her teacher’s presence only as a means to clarify her own curios-

ity. “Professor Lapis, do you know who painted this? I heard it was a 

student, but I wasn’t sure that was true.”

Professor Lapis let out an alto laugh. “There’s a name plaque right 

next to the painting, here.” She took a few steps to where the canvass 

ended, and indicated a small plaque with title, date created, and ‘student-

artist’ name all in silver on oak. “If you’re going to be observant, be 

observant.” Professor Lapis turned and began to walk away. “And don’t 

be late.” The clicking of her heels dissipated into the auditorium. 

Tyler watched his teacher, curious. “I can’t figure out if Professor 

Lapis is really smart, or just passively mean.”

Rebecca scanned the plaque. “I know this guy. Or at least I 

think I do.”

“Who is he?” Tyler stood facing the entryway to the auditorium.

“He has American History with me. And I usually see him in 

the lunchroom after Method class.” (Theater 203: Method Acting with 
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Prof. Lapis). Rebecca pulled gently on a lock of her hair. “I wouldn’t 

have guessed he had such an artistic fire in him. We should go meet 

him.”

“That one guy from history class becomes suddenly attractive, 

eh?” He put a hand on the small of Rebecca’s back as a means of guid-

ing her into class.

“That’s not it at all.”

Like any wandering minds, Tyler and Rebecca would have for-

gotten about the painting and its creator, except that a person cannot 

leave the auditorium without becoming the painting’s audience. This is 

especially true for people heading to the cafeteria, the place Tyler and 

Rebecca always went after Method class. 

The “cafeteria” was two separate rooms, normally divided by 

an accordion wall, which blurred together between 10:30 a.m. and 

2:45 p.m. The second room, the one without an attached kitchen, 

was a large open grey space which, depending on time of day, was 

used for studying, socializing, or eating. Most student artwork was 

displayed here among the great throng of young, intellectually hungry 

minds—the place it was most likely to be ignored. The area smelled 

of franchised coffee and mock Italian food kept warm under heat 

lamps. The economy carpet hosted a number of captivating stain 

patterns; if a person looked hard enough they could find images, like 

with clouds. The marks left by blackberry cobblers were the most 

entrancing. 

“There he is.” Rebecca pointed out the artist of the lobby piece. 

He sat in a plastic, teal chair and read an art history book in a far 

corner. 

“He’s kind of bizarre looking.” Tyler was unable to see the face 

behind the textbook.
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Rebecca shushed her friend with an inane fear that the artist 

might hear him.

Tyler, having achieved the desired reaction from Rebecca, went 

on. “I’m just saying. I admit he’s talented, but I don’t know if that 

makes up for the Norman Bates post Psycho vibe I’m getting.”

“What are you even talking about?”

Tyler smiled wide. “Sorry. I was only trying to help because I 

thought you might be love-blinded by your attraction to his artistic 

fire.”

“You’re so difficult sometimes.”

For a moment, Tyler forcibly subdued his laughter, like a thumb 

on a champagne cork after the wire seal is removed. Once the need to 

tease passed, he sighed and became bored. “I don’t understand why 

you care. I get that you’re not actually attracted to him, so what is it? 

Do you want to be friends with him?”

The question struck Rebecca. “Well, no. I’ve never even talked 

to him before. I just thought it was interesting. I didn’t know he was 

a painter.”

“Okay. Do you want to go over and introduce yourself or 

something?”

“I don’t know. Should we? He is alone.”

“This isn’t high school Rebecca; people eat alone because they 

want to be alone. Anyway, I’m hungry. Let’s get sandwiches?”

“Maybe.” She continued looking at the artist in the chair. She 

heard Tyler say something about saving her a place in the lunch line, 

then felt his presence dart away from her. She became self-conscious 

of the fact that now she was alone, standing and staring. The artist 

glanced up from his book, and looked at her. Rebecca turned her 

eyes away. She decided to follow after Tyler. From the lunch line, 
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she could see the artist as he stood and walked across the room with 

a stride of purpose, as though he had somewhere to go. Tyler had 

been right, she thought. Rebecca wouldn’t have considered it further, 

except that after she and Tyler finished their lunches, she saw the 

artist, out of the corner of her eye, again sitting in the plastic, teal 

chair.

Painting Two:

“He comes in every week to look at paints for about thirty minutes 

and buys whatever catches his fancy. Then he leaves.” Mary Hanger of 

Hanger Arts Emporium speaks to her friend Carrie. She speaks about 

a man who is coming through the door. “By himself as always. And I 

can’t imagine he uses all the paint that he buys.”

The operatic coloratura Joan Sutherland sings a soaring E-flat 

over the sound system.

“Certainly handsome enough to have a fiancée or serious girl-

friend.” Carrie says. Carrie is a woman with heavy makeup and a 

heavier bundle of coats to protect her rheumatic body from the winter 

cold outside. A wind gust rattles the window and rustles the leaves 

of the tree by the store front. “He does have an intensity about him, 

doesn’t he?” Carrie leans against the checkout counter, peers over her 

shoulder, and watches the man.

The artist about whom the women gossip is peculiar about 

buying paints. He picks five or six color swatches and arranges them in 

different patterns. In the first experiment, each swatch is different. In 

the next, he takes five swatches of one color and a sixth of a different 

color to see how the one looks when surrounded. He scrutinizes each 

paint brush by twisting the handle with his thumb and middle finger, 

but examines the bristles with his eyes only.
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“He kind of makes me sad, I think.” Mary says as Joan 

Sutherland’s E-flat continues to ring irreverently against all other 

notes. There is too much of this music for Mary to be sad.

Carrie peers at her friend. “Why?”

“I don’t know. He always comes on Saturdays. He never says a 

word except ‘excuse me’; he gets so absorbed in the swatches that he 

sometimes runs into other customers.” With her fingers, Mary combs 

her hair, dyed black as the stem of Maidenhair ferns.

“What does he say when he comes to the register to buy his 

paint?” Carrie’s wrinkled fingers comb her hair of cornflower dust.

“I don’t know. ‘Just these today’ or something like that.”

“Don’t you ever say anything back?”

“My job is not only to sell art supplies, but to recognize when 

customers aren’t in the mood to talk.”

“Still, if he really is here every week like you say, I’d expect you 

would’ve struck up a conversation or two with him by now.”

“I think about it sometimes.” Mary bats innocent eyes. “But 

he never strikes me as being in the mood for small talk.” Mary 

watches the man as he carefully puts each color swatch back in 

its rightful slot. Mary respects him for it. The man goes over to 

the tubes of paint and picks those that correspond to the preferred 

swatches.

“Here he comes.” Carrie inflects the sentence upward, and holds 

the “m” for a few seconds. “And I have some errands to run. Call me 

after you close.” Carrie buttons her coat against the cold, and hobbles 

outside into the winter mist.

“Hello again.” Mary says smiling. It is the same obligatory 

smile she offers to all customers, but she hopes it will mean more this 

time. 
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In a double fist, the customer raises his collection of items to the 

counter. “I’m taking only these today.” A brief chaos ensues as he sets 

the items down.

Mary begins scanning the tubes of paint. Artic Oceans and the 

German Iris are first. Is she scanning to the rhythm of the Suther-

land song? Mary must be quite musical and “You must be quite the 

painter.”

“Yeah, you can say that.”

“Do you paint professionally?” 

“I haven’t quite my day job.” His expression indicates some 

awareness of a misstep; he pulls his grin and gaze to the ground. 

She laughs. “What do you paint?” Neptune and several Moon-

less Midnights are passing over the price checker. 

“Whatever I think to paint. I paint things that are grey, but I try 

to incorporate color into the greyness, as much as I can. I want people 

to see the color only after they look closely at the painting. I want 

them, at first, to see it in black and white.”

“That explains these.” A single Plumb is followed by a handful 

of Charcoal, Chalk, and a jumbo sized Onyx. Laughing, she expects 

him to smile at her observation. He does, but it is not the smile she 

wants. She is frustrated, though her effort costs her nothing. “That’s a 

neat idea anyway.” She puts the paint tubes into a plastic bag with her 

surname stamped across the front.

“Thank you.” He takes the bag. “I need all these for a new piece 

I’m starting. I’m going to try something different.”

Mary is silent. She hopes he’ll elaborate. Her customer ties the 

handles of the bag into a knot so nothing escapes, says thank you and 

goodbye, and walks out of the store. Joan Sutherland’s E-flat continues 

to ring with joy. But the song ends as the door shuts.
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Later this evening, Mary will call Carrie as promised. Eventu-

ally the subject of the customer will come up and Carrie will be anx-

ious to know about him. Mary will recount all she can remember. 

She’ll end the topic by explaining to Carrie that the customer really is 

a person who just doesn’t care for small talk, but that she gave him a 

free tube of Summer Limes as a gesture of goodwill.

“That was an empty gesture.” Carrie will say. 

Painting Three:

There was a general stride among the hired collective of wait staff 

who maneuvered around the flow of buyers, critics, and admirers. One 

member of the collective darted over to take empty bottles away from 

the wine bar, while another placed red stickers on the wall to indicate 

an item as sold. The Artist on display found himself apprehensive about 

the exhibition. Most of these paintings had already been seen by the 

public in other galleries, and the Artist-of-the-Hour had experienced 

too many rejections over the years to still be concerned for the opinion 

of strangers now. There was one thing, however, that worried him. 

“What do you think about it, Timothy?”

Timothy, the Artist’s agent, looked over as though he hadn’t 

realized anyone was standing next to him. “What about?” 

The Artist opened his mouth to repeat the question, but hesi-

tated. “What do you think about the new work?”

Timothy chuckled. “Your tie is all wrong.” He reached over to 

straighten the bow tie his artist wore. “I wish you could’ve finished 

painting number three in time for this showing. Numbers one and two 

are excellent, but I doubt they’ll sell as an incomplete set.” Timothy 

referred to the Artist’s most recent endeavor called The Blue Set. “I had 

a feeling you wouldn’t finish before tonight, and once again I’ve proven 
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that I know you too well. Plus your intention for that piece, trying to 

make—how did you phrase it—‘make blue catch fire.’ It sounds like 

an impossible undertaking. Blue is a cold color, you know.” Timothy 

finished with the bow tie, and after brushing a flake of dust from the 

Artist’s cerulean button up shirt, was satisfied. 

“You mean a cool color. Blue is a cool color. But there is this 

fervid intensity behind it; that’s what fascinates me so much about 

it.” As he spoke, The Artist’s eyes narrowed while his cupped hands 

bounced gently in front of him as if to catch and order his words. 

“That’s what I wanted to convey in these new pieces.”

Timothy waved a hand and spoke playfully. “No, I get it. And 

of course I like your work, but what do you really care what I think? 

I’m just the guy who gets everybody as obsessed about your work as 

you are. You’re talented, but I’m the people person. That’s what makes 

us a good team.” He laughed, and placing a firm hand on the Artist’s 

shoulder asked, “How about some wine buddy? You seem on edge.”

The Artist turned his head away from Timothy. “You don’t have 

any opinion on it?” He looked at painting number two of the set, and 

appeared to talk to no one at all. Number two was the last transitional 

piece; he had accomplished the intent of his work in number three. Ev-

erything preceding number three was now part of the past. And there 

was number two, a ghost forever residing in a single passing moment, 

a visitant stuck on the threshold between realities. It was the spark 

fringed by glass powder and white phosphorus. 

Timothy placed his other hand on the Artist’s other shoulder. 

He spoke frankly. “I understand you’re nervous about the gallery 

showing, but just keep it together; it will all be fine. It always is.” The 

Artist continued to gaze at the specter and its colors of smoke from kin-

dling about to ignite. Tim continued. “Anyway, this catering company 
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doesn’t always pick out stellar red wines, but the Shiraz is good. Let me 

get you a glass?”

The aura that held the Artist’s attention must have left at that 

moment, because his eyes broke their focus from the painting and now 

looked down to Timothy’s shoes. The Artist noticed that Tim’s socks 

didn’t match. The color of one was so close to the color of the other 

that only in gallery light, designed to emphasize the uniqueness of each 

shade and hue, could the difference be so clearly seen. “No thank you 

Tim. I’m not nervous.” 

“I’m glad to hear it. This is going to be a good night for you 

buddy.” Deciding on a glass of wine for himself, Timothy turned and 

left.

“I just thought you’d have an opinion.” The Artist said to open 

space. He agreed with Timothy. He too wished the third painting of 

the set could be present.

The gallery show ended. The Artist went back to his apartment 

and the empty tubes of paint, which he often let pile up into a mound 

before finally recycling them. The gallery showing was a success, as 

much as could be expected. He’d sold six paintings, and had two more 

commissioned by a semi-famous restaurateur. 

The Artist loomed over the large fireplace in his living room, a 

brick chamber acting as an alternative to central heating. The room 

was cold, so he made a fire. He watched the kindling wood nurse the 

match’s infant spark into a mature flame. “Difficult.” He said to the 

fire. “I try not to be, but I am difficult.” It wasn’t the first time he’d been 

upset with himself for mistaking a professional relationship for one of 

friendship, but Timothy had been more convincing in the latter role 

than anyone before. But who was Timothy? The Artist had attempted 

to know, but still did not know. And he was unknown by Tim.
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At the fire’s core, he spied a blue flame, sudden and stark, but 

fleeting. He smiled, and placed a log in the fire. The words were nearly 

mouthed, but managed to escape on a whisper, “I keep missing you 

little flame.”

The Artist walked over to the other side of the living room, 

where a sheet hung over a large rectangle leaning against the wall. He 

pulled the sheet off. The object was a canvas, number three from the 

set. He ran his hand softly down the dried paint. There was a sense of 

surrealism about the existence of the painting, a disbelief that it was 

really his. It was his style, his technique, his voice—his voice perfected. 

He remembered the countless hours he’d spent on it; he remembered 

every tube, and brush, and trip to the sink to empty and replace the 

water from the cleaning jar. He couldn’t admit to Timothy that it was 

finished. He couldn’t admit it to anyone, until there was someone to 

admit it to. “I think, I am too difficult.”

His hand reached the point where it could brush down no far-

ther. He moved it back up the painting, careful to remain as gentle as 

before. “I am too difficult.” From the toolbox he retrieved a pen knife 

used to cut excess canvas from a frame. Guided by his hand, the knife 

ran a slit down the center of the painting, and then cut across the top 

and bottom so the canvas opened like a set of French doors. From the 

doors, he cut strips, one at a time. Whenever he saw a flicker of blue 

in the fire, he’d toss a strip into the heat, again and again until nothing 

remained. 




