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“Youth is happy because
it has the capacity to see
beauty. Anyone who keeps
the ability to see beauty
never grows old.”
-Franz Kafka
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Editor’s Note

In the spring of 2017, I found myself, once again, in Europe. It’s a continent I seem to have a more
complex relationship with than my own. For though I can’t deny my love for it, I think I’ve felt
always something of an underlying resentment toward it. Of its lack of acceptance of my “uncouth,”
“uncultured” American ways. Considering I’ve visited Italy almost every summer since birth (seriously,
I went to Naples to be baptized the same month I was born—which is probably why I’m not in the
least religious), it took me a long time to realize there were other countries in Europe. 2015 marked
my true exploration of this fact when, as anyone who has followed my writing can trace, I attempted
to move there with the ex who is now dead to me. And though I only continue to credit him and
discredit myself by persisting in mentioning it, I do believe a large part of Europe’s taint now stems
from associating it with a failed dream: the dream of carrying out our relationship there as was
discussed, falsely promised.
While he lives there without me, I remain in the trenches of New York—carrying on like Maleficent.
But I guess what I’m trying to get at is: returning there in 2017 was immensely helpful to my cleansing.
I went to cities I’d never gone to, neither alone nor with him. And I want to believe it recalibrated my
mindset regarding the place that signifies the site where my heart was pulverized and all capability
of possessing emotions for another human being was decimated. Gauging my route on few factors—
cheapest round trip, a need to include Ibiza on the itinerary and the promise of visiting Malik in
Paris—I began in Madrid. Often more underrated when pitted against Barcelona, I found myself
allured by the sophistication of the country’s capital city in comparison. Where Barcelona feels like
the surrogate frat/sorority house Americans use as their funhouse, Madrid posseses a more poised
air. Perhaps that’s why the Museo del Prado is there, housing all those masterpieces of art. One of
which, as you’ll note from this issue’s cover, is Peter Paul Rubens’ “The Origin of the Milky Way.”
Walking through the museum by myself, I was miraculously able to experience a sense of wonder I
didn’t think I was capable of anymore. And even though, as they say, moments like these are often
enhanced when shared with another, I genuinely appreciated the opportunity to take in these works
alone. To allow the grandeur of these pieces to permeate my mind. Of course, what permeated it the
most was the sight of a child playfully pointing his finger at the tit of Hera (though I generally favor
all things Italian, I do prefer the Greek names of the gods) as milk spews from it into Heracles’ face.
That wonder, even at its most puerile, can be contagious.
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Though it might seem like the majority of the fiction in this issue is laden with a somewhat downtrodden
air (these are very downtrodden times, after all), I truly feel that somewhere within each is contained
hope. Even in the inaugural story in our fiction section, “Dishevel Me” by Max DeVoe Talley. Detailing
the life of a middle-aged woman pushed back out into the harsh jungle of post-thirties singledom,
Talley’s faintly Fatal Attraction meets The Graduate tale is nothing if not a salient commentary on
staying in New York too long. Or in Susan’s case, coming back to it after divorcing from her husband
in the Hudson Valley. At the unjustly maligned age bracket she’s in, Susan is faced with the revelation
that when she “moved from Connecticut to attend NYU in 1992, city residents seemed older. Thirtysomethings with strollers toured Central Park, middle-aged businessmen rode the subways and elderly
couples sat on benches of the traffic islands dividing Upper Broadway. Now, most people bustling
along the sidewalk appeared to be in their twenties.” And it is amid this youth-oriented backdrop that
Susan suddenly finds herself amenable to engaging in behaviors she might never have thought herself

capable of. And, on the note of doing things that surprise oneself, Rebekah Coxwell’s flawed protagonist
in “Music,” Clef, never could have imagined that he would fall prey so easily to the carnal temptations
of a woman waving her thing—as his mother would call a vag, somewhat masculinizingly—in his
direction. Addressing the sense of regret and guilt many of us feel (even those who are not religiously
driven) over indulging in pleasure, it turns out the woman he risks it all for, Harmony, might not be the
goddess he built her up to be.
As both “Dishevel Me” and “Music” prove from a narrative angle, the intermingling and subversion
of previous unspoken dictates about which gender could write from which perspective and about
what is here to stay, and there’s now nothing novel regarding the “scandal” of a woman writing from
a man’s point of view or vice versa (though everyone was so delighted when the former occurred
in 2013 with The Love Affairs of Nathaniel P.—an indication of just how starved for any attempt at
intellectualism the Brooklyn literary world is).
If the title doesn’t give you an immediate tipoff with its combined reference to nihilism and alcohol,
“Kafka and Campari” by Christoffer Felix Wahlberg is the struggle of a man as he endures the
aftermath of seeing his severed heart on the chopping block at the hands of a woman he loved. Loves.
Like most of us still capable of feeling, we can’t help but think that, somehow, there is something wrong
with us for not getting over it and moving on immediately, chiding ourselves, as the narrrator does, “I
need a better distraction.” In truth, I believe the people who are able to get over someone they loved
are simply more adept at employing the suppression of memories and associated sentimentality. So
yes, maybe they have better distractions.
To somewhat lighten the mood in the ironical way that only Maltese playwright Anton Bonnici can, the
final conversation in his play, Some Stupid Bitch Killed Ana Peaceful, marks the first time The Opiate
has ever serialized someone’s work to completion. It almost makes us feel on par with Vanity Fair or
something. The only other people we’ve ever tried to serialize were the aforementioned ex (clearly,
in spite of my touting wanting The Opiate not to be about the nepotism that pervades most of the
publishing world, I was giving preferential treatment) and Leanne Grabel, whose seventh through
ninth chapters of Brontosaurus appear after Laura Mega’s short but not so sweet “The Man With the
Circus Inside.” The brief piece recounts the struggle of a man who dreamed always of coming to New
York City and then one day, as so many of us who live here do, suddenly starts to take it for granted.
He must then learn the hard way the value of a city that still, corporate greed favoring or not (at least
it will never match San Francisco in terms of loss of its entire original soul), provides a haven for those
of us “freaks” who simply can’t get on board with Europe’s lack of a sense of humor. Ah, again, my
issues with Europe rear their ugly head. Which brings us to Istanbul, the key atmosphere of Jeff Gibbs’
“Youth, Stand Firm,” and also where I was summarily broken up with and told to forget about any
plans of living on the continent with this squirrely ex. Sorry, I’ll try to stop bringing everything back to
that when I’m talking about another writer’s story. So yes, “Youth, Stand Firm.” It isn’t just a title with
a message in the vein of Lana Del Rey’s “When the World Was at War We Kept Dancing,” and one
that the youth does need to hear iterated now more than ever. Except, rather than serving as some
sort of encouragement for the youths of the present to stay positive about the state of things, Gibbs
explores a phenomenon I’ve noticed becoming all too pervasive as I watch my own father grow older
paired with the out-of-touchness to the nth degree of our geriatric “president.” It is that those who
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find themselves one day at war with the generation about to ascend to full power and dominance
are suddenly treated like criminals for their very appearance. Relics of the past that the youth wants
nothing more than to stomp upon. And the aging protagonist of the story very much does have just
that happen to him as he tries to go simply and undetectedly about his day in a government regime
that very closely mirrors a combo platter of 1984 and Stalinist Russia (isn’t Russia always Stalinist
though?).
Next on our cultural map of writers is Christopher J. Adams, who hails from Shropshire, Britain (please
don’t stalk him). And, as you would expect, Adams’ brand of wit and irony is just what one would
expect from an Englishman (not to sound all P.T. Barnum like British people are “curiosities” in my
circus called The Opiate). “His New Car” is reflective of the often detached ways a doctor separates
his patient from the wealth said patient creates. And with the final piece in our fiction section, “The
Life of Abdul Baari,” the diminishment of feeling like a freak (to allude to “The Man With the Circus
Inside” and P.T. Barnum once again) comes into play when you meet the person who accepts you
completely for who you are. For musician/drug dealer Abdul, that person is a girl he meets in Texas
named Fiona. But like most great love stories worth reading, a tragedy is inevitable.
“The Day After the Night John Lennon Died” kicks off the poetry section of this issue, and is in keeping
with The Opiate’s soft spot for all things of “Old New York,” even terrible ones like John Lennon
getting shot. Another alum of a past issue, Vol. 4, Joel Allegretti’s previous piece (in fiction, not
poetry) for the magazine was, fittingly, “A Picnic Lunch With Ham Sandwiches and a Beatles Song.”
Martin Ott’s stirring “The Country of the Dead” puts a fine point on the often divisiveness of a
country’s flag (not just the United States’, mind you), and the increasing loss of a sense of “we” in a
world that feels ever less collaborative in ways well beyond the political. This feeling of chaos we’ve
descended into is also prominent in Joan McNerney’s “Eleventh Hour,” in which praying to be born
anew is sometimes the best we can hope for.
On that note, Richard Weaver’s “In the spectrum of diminished expectations” essentially equips you
with the only vocabulary word you’ll need to be outfitted with in 2018: “numb.” The tone evinced
from the poetry in Vol. 12 is, undeniably, a bit grim. But so beautiful, as is the case with one of the
more haunting phrases from Ann Christina Tabaka’s “Lost Words”: “Hope lost forever in a whirlpool
of undying conflict.”
The “pep” picks up a little with Michael Berton’s “Rapture in Synesthesia (in the Borghese Gallery),”
a reverent homage to Bernini that proves art begets art. And for those of you who have toured to
major hallmarks of tourism like Rome, the delightfully sardonic “Americans on Holiday” by Donovan
James is a true delight in particular for the seasoned traveler, all too aware that stereotypes are real.
Back on our morose track, “When Lithium Stops Working” by Domenic Scopa proffers a few
possibilities, like “Maybe you’ll go drink yourself to death...” Seems likely. But we’ve all got to die
somehow. Perhaps to be reborn in the time we actually belong to, a sentiment that shines through in
Alex Feldman’s “Wrong Time...Oh Well,” another ode to a New York of a bygone era.
“From the Gallery” comes from The Opiate staple Timothy Robbins, who also appeared in the previous
issue with “Lavatory.” Leaving us with a motif I’d like to feel encapsulates the irony of this issue (an
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unofficial theme of wonder paired with an undeniable melancholia), Robbins writes, “A huge tapestry/
contends that thought is simultaneously/a weaving and a pulling at threads.” This phenomenon, of
course, can lead to the aforementioned combination of at war emotions.
Two poems (“Hey Joe” and “Handsome Silver Fox”) from Marissa J. McCants both touch on the
emptiness of sexual encounters. Heaven knows we’ve all had a few of those, and soemtimes the result
can leave a lifelong scar, in some cases one related to auditory memory. As things wind down, it’s
only appropriate that we find ourselves suddenly stalled on a train (Murder on the Orient Expressstyle) with Matthew Peluso’s “View From a Stopped Train,” where the sight of a certain man leaves
one plenty of time to ponder on the simultaneous sadness and majesty of routine.
And in contrast to the notion of routine are Jay Gatsby and Tommy Wiseau. They might appear to
have nothing in common, but I make the correlation between the two men nonetheless in my criticism,
“Tommy Wiseau: A Jay Gatsby Figure to Greg Sestero’s Nick Carraway.” As I like to stay relevant
when I can with a print magazine, the recent release of the adaptation of Sestero’s memoir, The
Disaster Artist, left much to ruminate upon when it comes to the invariable drama of eccentric rich
white men who acquired their money nebulously and now want to pursue a longtime dream with it.
So may this find you near a roaring fire (by which I mean burning at the stake so that you can expel
your anachronistic soul from this world while reading something worthwhile) as you pore over this,
our winter issue. As usual, we accept submissions at theopiatemagazine@gmail.com.
I saw the sign and it caused me to close my eyes as tightly as Alex in A Clockwork Orange was forced
to open his,
Genna Rivieccio
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FICTION
10.

Dishevel Me
Max DeVoe Talley

A

t age forty-three, Susan Campbell
shouldn’t have been living in a hallway called a one-bedroom apartment on East 62nd Street in Manhattan.
Though the dank, noisy flat cost $2,900 a
month, her rental agent insisted, “It’s such a steal.”
Originally a long, slender studio apartment, the
landlord had separated the back third with a wall into a
cramped bedroom overlooking an air shaft. From outside the bedroom, the corridor expanded slightly to a
kitchen area that merged with the suggestion of a living
room.
Susan returned to the postgraduate existence
of her early twenties when her marriage to Bill Eaton in
the Hudson Valley crumbled.
After trudging downstairs from her fifth floor
walk-up, Susan launched out of the vestibule into the
perpetual chaos of city life. Uptown traffic unloaded

from the 59th Street Bridge onto the slim exit avenue
crossing just west of her building, then it veered east
toward First Avenue. Toward her. The constant thrum
of pent-up male energy rolling in at night to eat, drink,
smoke, snort, fuck or fight, before retreating in the bleak
hours before dawn to whatever boroughs it had emanated from. Rap and reggaeton and classic rock and
heavy metal and techno and dance pop rumbled from
vibrating cars.
“Hey, uptown girl,” a man in a silver Camaro
yelled.
Susan didn’t show any acknowledgment.
“Want to go downtown?” The light changed
and a dissonant fanfare of car horns boiled up from behind. He screeched away.
Pedestrians spoke foreign languages into smartphones, chiding, pleading, demanding.
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Susan made a quick threat
assessment. Thai food delivery guy
on his bike leaning against a gate
while he texted. Harmless. Bald man
talking to a half-eaten sandwich
pressed to his ear like a phone. Sketchy.
Black dude, fiftyish, wearing a flap
cap, attempting to hand out cards on
the corner. “What’s your first name,
baby?” he asked passing women.
“Because I know your last name’s
gonna be mine.” Preposterous.
Susan wrapped a wool scarf
around her head and hustled eastward
to pick up necessities. Catching her
reflection in a shop window, she
winced. Why can’t I be exotic, like Italian
or South American women? Susan longed
to be as strangely beautiful as the artsy
girls at the Guggenheim Museum
on Saturday evenings. Instead, she
possessed the healthy complexion
and light brown hair of ladies who
rode in polo matches, played tennis
and golf. Women who proudly wore
visors and lunched at country clubs.
From
outside,
nothing
appeared remarkable about Place
Market on First Avenue. The green
awning draped with clear plastic
sheets created an artificial foyer
to display fruits and vegetables in
wooden crates, then a welter of
wildly overpriced basic goods sat
inside a narrow store. The only thing
unusual about it was the night guy
at the counter. To find a handsome
man with alluring stubble working
in a dingy food mart in Manhattan
seemed freakish.
Whenever Susan visited,
Pete—as she gleaned from his use
of the third person—addressed
her. “Looking good,” he’d say, or,
“Pete’s day just improved,” before
depositing her purchases in a paper
bag. His flirtation never went beyond
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compliments and an arch smile,
so Susan saw no reason to avoid
Place Market. Especially on wintry
November nights.
Certainly
Susan
liked
attractive men, but the onset of
middle-age brought her a new clarity.
Why would a thirtyish man work
at a generic market? He must earn
minimum wage, affording him a
squalid flat out in the Bronx or Far
Rockaway. This belief kept Susan from
flirting back, as she would have in her
post-collegiate days—when money or
where one lived didn’t matter. Only
the hunger for connection did, for the
heat of another person to stave off
the loneliness of such a crowded yet
indifferent city.
Tonight, Pete rang her up
and shivered. “How’s Pete going to
stay warm in here alone?”
Susan’s mouth tightened.
“Hot tea, coffee?”
“But I’m chilly all over.” His
sparkling eyes peered downward.
“Maybe try Vicks VapoRub.”
She clutched her bag and departed.
Crossing
First
Avenue,
Susan considered tucking into some
chicken soup and a tuna sandwich
at the Ritz Diner, but continued
homeward. When the only leftover
Greek diner of the neighborhood
treated her like a regular, the same as
the ancient Jewish men and blowzy
Russian women who measured out
their solitary days through breakfast,
lunch, and dinners served inside, that
was a bad sign.
Once she had gasped her
way back up to the fifth floor, Judith
texted. Susan ignored it. Then she
called.
“Mom, I just got in.”
“You know I worry about
your neighborhood.”

“It’s the Upper East Side.”
“Not really,” Judith said.
“But speaking of, I ran into
Carson Pompay yesterday. He’s
divorced now too.”
“Yes, I heard.” Carson was
one of those annoying men that
bounded from triumph to triumph,
living off inherited millions from
his grandfather’s invention of the
flush lever on a toilet. Even Carson’s
summer divorce had been a courteous
affair. Recent photos on society pages
showed the divided couple smiling,
arm-in-arm, declaring a lifelong
friendship of mutual respect. 		
Sickening.
“Anyway,” Judith continued.
“Carson attends the Paradigm Sports
Club on 61st Street, so I thought
you—”
“That’s why you’re calling?”
There was something embarrassing
and, moreover, pathetic about being
set up with a former high school
boyfriend at her age.
“I promised you’d join him
for lunch tomorrow,” Judith said.
“Look, he may not be interested, but
still, Carson has single male friends.”
She paused. “I won’t let you wither
away like that Dickens woman, just
because you failed in your marriage.”
“Miss Havisham?” Susan
said.
“Will you meet Carson?”
“Just this once.” Susan
flashed to her collegiate past. “Mom,
do you remember Dante? He had
such a way with words.”
“The poet? It’s financially
irresponsible to get involved with a
writer.” Judith sighed. “How’s your
job search going? Maybe something
more permanent?”
“Got
to
go.
Food’s
burning. Love you.” Susan hung
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up without waiting for a response.
She gazed at the Cosmopolitan cover
atop the magazine stack on the coffee
table mocking her.
Special Issue. Your Forties:
Best. Sex. Ever; Make the Most of Your
Sexual Peak; Cougar Confessions; 28 Hot
Sex Tricks; Home Alone—How to Blow
Your Own Mind.

follicles are planted in rich soil and
will remain firm as they slowly gray in
a polite, socially acceptable fashion.
“Just finished my squash
match.” Carson hugged her. “Susan,
you look amazing.” He pulled back.
“Really good for your age.”
“We’re the same age,” Susan
replied. “Actually, you’re a year

“I thought we could become
an item.” Carson’s nostrils dilated.
“I need someone to attend functions
with. The opera, ballet, art openings,
sporting events.” He stroked the
raised golden crest on his blazer’s
breast pocket as if it was a nipple.
Reality blurred for Susan
among the conversations of twenty-

Standing on the corner,
Susan shielded her eyes and stared
upward. The Paradigm Sports
Club rose seven floors in gleaming
opulence. Cardio rooms, basketball, a
swimming pool, a boxing ring, Pilates,
and Zumba. Susan considered joining
before learning of the $200 monthly
membership dues, along with an
$800 enrollment fee.
They met in the lunch area,
where goat’s milk smoothies, heated
kale salad and other healthful,
noxious-tasting concoctions were
served. Carson appeared perpetually
tanned. He had the geometric,
slightly receding hairline of actors in
black and white movies. It said: yes,
I’m getting older, but the bulk of my

older.”

and thirty-somethings at neighboring
tables. All those healthy specimens
who endured heroic workouts and
sweated bottled vitamin water and
nutritionally balanced meals then
excreted organic solid waste.
“You’re asking me out?”
Carson glanced up from
texting. “You’d be my companion,
but our relationship would remain
as is. My interests are...somewhat
different.”
For a moment, Susan
imagined Carson trussed up in some
S&M dungeon in an industrial part
of Brooklyn.
“So you need a beard?”
“I have nothing to hide,”
Carson insisted. “Anyway it would be

“After forty, everyone in
New York became an
imposter of their own
identity.”
“Yes, funny that men get
more distinguished in their forties...”
His voice trailed off. A ping sounded.
“Excuse me, it’s my wealth manager.”
What a dick. Wonder who he
voted for.
“Damn, the market is bad
today.” Carson set his phone down,
frowning. “Anyway, we’re both single
and I had a mutually beneficial
proposal to run by you.” His
forehead showed a glaze of athletic
perspiration, but even his musky body
odor smelled expensive, exclusive.
Was Carson Pompay going to
propose marriage? And treat it with
the cold calculation of a financial
merger?
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lucrative, and Judith mentioned your
financial situation.”
Susan didn’t even want to
split the exorbitant check for her
eggplant on gluten-free zucchini
bread sandwich, so she said, “This
is all very sudden. Can I think about
it?”
Carson smiled. “Of course.”
He signaled the waiter. “Charge it to
Pompay.”
Back at home, Susan draped
herself in a blanket to watch the
TCM network. Middle-aged men
and women looked dashing and
mature in the old films, dressed to the
nines while they smoked and drank
at endless parties, then traded witty
banter in a precise, clipped manner.
Emma
and
Christina,
former co-workers, invited Susan to a
Williamsburg folk festival. She didn’t
text back. They were in their late
thirties and still thought happiness
existed just one borough, one aging
hipster away.
Sometime after dinner, a
knock sounded. Susan froze. Number
one rule in Manhattan: never answer
your door. Two bolt locks had been
installed for a reason. It could be a
food delivery guy. Usually, they just
slid menus under nearby doors, but
Susan had wedged an area rug to
block such maneuvers.
An hour later, her annoying
friend Pam texted.
I dropped by, lights were on, but
no answer. Hope I didn’t interrupt anything.
Pop by tomorrow. I have a job idea.
******
In the morning, Susan visited
Pam’s cubicle in the Manhattan
Temp Agency on 54th Street and
Lexington.
“I missed you yesterday.”
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Pam had frosted blonde hair and a
prominent jaw. Her eyes looked weird,
like they had been done, or needed
to be done, or had been done badly.
Who knew? After forty, everyone in
New York became an impostor of
their own identity.
“How did you get into my
building?”
Pam ignored her. “I went
searching for bottled water in your
hood. Have you seen the hottie at
Place Market?”
“Yes,” Susan said, “but he’s
thirty, if that.”
Pam formed claws with her
hands. “We’re cougars; we pounce.”
She growled. “Why does he work
there? Did he lose a bet?” Pam fanned
herself with a notepad. “He makes
disheveled look so hot.” She stared
at Susan. “Has he asked you out? His
name is Pete, right?”
“Not sure,” Susan lied. “I
don’t really date younger men with
no money anymore.”
“Don’t waste your prime,”
Pam whispered, then snorted. “At
our age, we have to act before it’s all
hot flashes. Make a move. Worst case
scenario, you shop elsewhere.”
Susan fumed over her saying
“at our age.” Pam was at least ten
years older. She exhaled and focused.
“You texted about a job?”
“I saw your ex last week,”
Pam continued, oblivious. “God
knows why, but Bill’s still crazy about
you.” She glossed her lips. “Can’t
you just forgive him? It’s not like he
cheated or went to a hooker. Do you
want to be alone, schlepping up five
flights to a musty apartment when
you’re fifty? In your sixties, with a
heart condition?”
“Let’s have drinks sometime
if you want to discuss my personal
life.” Which would be never, ever.

Pam wheeled her swivel chair
back. “There’s a wealthy man visiting
Manhattan. Vasily Kozlov. He needs
a woman within fifteen years of his
age to accompany him to a benefit
party in the Hamptons.”
“A Russian? That feels weird
after all the election stuff.”
“No,
he’s
Ukrainian.
Absolutely detests Putin.”
“I’d be his escort?”
“Not what you’re thinking,”
Pam said. “Haven’t you heard about
Plus One, the platonic companion
service?” Pam typed on her keyboard
and turned the screen toward Susan.
She scrolled down.
Elderly male seeking female, sixty
to seventy, for weekend dinners at 14th Street
coffee shop. $25 per hour, plus food.
Married woman needs male to go
clubbing and dance. Must be gay. $50 an
hour.
Brooklyn dude looking for a bro to
drink IPA after work. $15 an hour or two
beers.
“Wow,” Susan said.
“It’s part of the sharing
economy.” Pam tapped her nails
against the desk. “A program alerts
me to big spenders’ posts. I already
accepted Vasily’s request, just need
to find someone qualified.” She
studied Susan. “It’s totally safe. Vasily
has a five-star rating. His mistress is
unsuitable for social functions. He
wants someone classy to make him
look respectable. You have the hardwon features of a first wife.” Pam
paused. “$450 for six hours work,
plus tip. If it goes well, I can get you
weekly gigs. You’re the perfect sexless
date.”
Susan swallowed her anger
before it vomited out of her. She
needed money to make next month’s
rent. “Don’t you have anything in
graphic design or editing?”
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The neighboring cubicles all
fell silent. Pam gave Susan an exasperated look. “You could always sublet your apartment on Airbnb.”
“But where would I stay?”
“Oh, right, you’re single,”
Pam said, as if that was a rare, incurable disease. “With your mother in
Mystic.”
Connecticut? A living museum
where everyone was fossilized and white, and
nothing ever happened after nine p.m. Susan
took a deep breath. “What should I
wear?”
“Try to look country club
sexy, not downtown skanky. No leather skirt or little black dress.”
******
Susan trekked the eleven
blocks home in a daze.
Over the course of their ten
year marriage, Susan had grown
bored of Bill, then annoyed as he
blew through his savings and inheritance by betting on sports, by losing
in Atlantic City. The more he gambled and traveled, the less she desired
him when he was around. The miscarriage didn’t help intimacy either.
They had sex on occasion, but unlike
their first years, she did everything
to wrap up the whole event in ten
minutes max, so she could get back
to binge watching her various Netflix
series. At some point, she wouldn’t
touch it anymore. Except on Bill’s
birthdays, maybe Christmas, and
when she was really, really drunk.
There didn’t seem any point, as it no
longer brought Susan pleasure to give
him pleasure.
Bill did cardio at the Hudson Athletic Club, then followed the
workouts with a sports massage from
Rutger, a German glandular spec-

imen. Whatever kept Bill out of the
house and exhausted was fine with
Susan.
One Saturday evening she
needed Bill. Her debit card had been
temporarily frozen and the bank was
closed. When Susan couldn’t find Bill
downstairs in the club, she climbed to
the third floor massage rooms. The
hallway lay dark and silent, so she
tried the doors. Empty, empty, empty, holy
shit! Inside the fourth room, Susan discovered her husband reclining across
a massage table while a tough Slavic woman with a meaty face stroked
him beneath his towel. A happy ending? Yes, and in a sports club from a
lady who could have been a shot put
thrower on the Soviet Olympic team.
“That’s it,” Susan had shouted. “We’re done.” Then she slammed
the door on their marriage.
In retrospect, six months after the divorce, it all seemed absurd.
Susan wouldn’t touch her husband,
and yet she felt humiliated and betrayed when a foreign woman—who
had no desire to steal Bill away—performed the same service to make a
little extra, non-taxable income. The
complications of a modern relationship had rocketed beyond Susan’s
comprehension. Emotionally, she was
in the right, but logically, among the
roiling sea of flawed marriages, theirs
had hardly been the most compromised.
******
Susan woke from an afternoon nap with a throbbing migraine,
the noise of a ratcheting jackhammer outside. Ibuprofen wouldn’t do.
She needed Excedrin Migraine, and
not some puny child’s dose, but three
caplets—at least. She made herself

presentable before dashing to Place
Market in the fading dusky light.
After Pete dealt with other
customers, he gave Susan his full attention.
“Hey, gorgeous.” He gazed
toward the street. “You live nearby?”
Susan was not in a good
mood, but Pete looked so cute with
his hair cut short in the back while
hanging boyish in the front, she said,
“That’s a personal question.”
He flexed a lazy smile. “Pete’s
taking a scientific poll. Do you come
here for convenience, or travel farther
to this specific market?”
She smirked and handed him
a ten. “Convenience.”
“So you do live in the neighborhood?” Pete scratched his stubble
and pulled change from the register
as Susan remained silent. He offered,
“Well, if you ever need someone to
walk you home at night, for safety.”
“That
might...”
Susan
stopped herself. What did she really
know about Pete? “This is Lenox Hill,
not the South Bronx,” she said. “But
thanks.”
He outstretched his hands,
palms up. “I don’t even know your
name.”
“You’ll have to guess.” Susan
gripped her Excedrin and pushed
through the glass door. In which she
could see Pete’s reflection checking
her out. She felt annoyance, mixed
with a perverse satisfaction, as no one
ogled Pam’s gravity-stricken ass anymore.
Across 62nd Street, Dangerfield’s, a still alive ghost from New
York past, sat hunkered down in
the faint evening dark. When Susan
moved from Connecticut to attend
NYU in 1992, city residents seemed
older. Thirty-somethings with stroll-
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ers toured Central Park, middle-aged
businessmen rode the subways and
elderly couples sat on benches of
the traffic islands dividing Upper
Broadway. Now, most people bustling
along the sidewalks appeared to be
in their twenties: Americans, Germans, French, Russians, Japanese,
and Chinese. Did they know about
old comedy clubs? Would they even
notice when Dangerfield’s vanished
one day, a CVS or Duane Reade or
Chase Bank sprouting up overnight
in its place?
******
Susan met Vasily Kozlov at
5:30 on Friday in the lobby of the
Gramercy Hotel. He looked near sixty, but retained a thick mane of silver, swept back hair and furry black
eyebrows. Surprisingly, he was quite
charming. Vasily had read Baudelaire, Mallarmé, Lorca and other poets Susan studied as a lit major.
“I am enjoying seeing Kandinsky at the Guggenheim,” he said,
adding, “and the giant Balthus in the
Met too.” Vasily skewered politicians
and complimented Susan’s intelligence. She expected an entourage,
but it would be just the two of them
riding in a limo.
Initially, Susan felt trepidation. Carson Pompay owned a South
Hampton beach house and loved
to write checks for local benefits.
However, she soon realized that the
sprawling McMansion they parked
outside of was in Hampton Bays.
Sort of a western gateway to the official Hamptons. A destination that
blue blood snobs wouldn’t deign to
show their face in.
“Hampton Bays?” Susan
inquired with a hint of surprise, at-
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tempting to squelch any condescension in her tone.
“Yes, yes.” Vasily laughed.
“Where the Russian mafia has found
a foothold.”
The party champagne and
artsy conversation relaxed Susan by
the time they nestled into the rear
of the limo heading back across the
Long Island Expressway to Manhattan. An intelligent man, that’s what
Susan needed. Though hopefully
around her age and somewhat American.
When the car reached the
web of intersecting highways in the
vague borderlands between Long Island and Queens, Vasily said, “I will
be paying you.” He laid out four one
hundred dollar bills and a fifty on the
seat between them, and Susan folded the money into her kate spade
handbag. “Of course I will be adding
of a tip.” He looked her over. “I am
hoping we can bring about a pleasant
conclusion.”
“What?” Susan asked.
“A termination of contentment.”
“What?”
“An ending that is happy.”
Susan’s marriage flashed
through her mind and she wedged
into the corner of the back seat feeling queasy. “I was hired as a platonic
companion. That’s it.”
“I know, but here in America,
money buys everything. Just be naming of your price.”
Vasily began singing, mangling The Beatles. “I get by with you
helping my little friend.”
“Please take me home.”
“You are a... prude?” Vasily’s
face clouded up. “You are spinster?
You have sewn it up?” He slid closer.
“Stay the fuck away.” Susan

grabbed her lipstick pepper spray.
“Don’t make me spray you.”
Vasily smiled in a way that
was more of an ugly sneer. “Dmitri,
pull over.”
The limo screeched to a halt
in the nebulous area beyond the Van
Dam Street exit from the Expressway.
“You will be getting out now,” Vasily
shouted.
Susan stepped into the unknown.
She had never walked this
part of Queens. No Manhattan
resident ever did. One glimpsed it
during cab rides to and from JFK or
LaGuardia with curiosity, with dread.
It held the last vestiges of the dangerous 1970s version of New York, cars
weaving through iron trestle supports
below overhead train tracks like in
The French Connection.
The smell of ozone heralded
rainfall from humid, overcast sky. Susan considered Uber, but her iPhone’s
battery hovered at a near death percentage. She hustled past windowless
brick storage buildings, fluorescent-lit
gas stations, rows of dilapidated
townhouses and seedy two-story establishments emblazoned with graffiti yet dark behind sheet metal doors.
She tried hailing a cab near the flow
of traffic avoiding paying tolls by taking the Queensboro Bridge, but a fine
misting rain descended and taxis displayed “off duty” lights.
Susan finally obtained a ride.
She hesitated outside her
building in a trance. You are a...prude?;
you’re the perfect sexless date; it’s not like
Bill cheated on you ran through her
brain. Circling. Coiling. Serpentine.
The walkabout in the spritzing rain
made her feel feverish. Susan studied
herself in the dry cleaner’s window
by her front doorway, astonished.

Dishevel Me - Max DeVoe Talley
The reflection looked sexy—almost
feral. Hair damp but not soaked, her
face flushed, breasts apparent through
a wet blouse and jacket. Maybe it was
the full moon beyond the scudding
clouds, or her ovulating, or the judgmental voices jabbering in her head,
but Susan knew she wouldn’t get any
sleep without help.
She entered Place Market.
Empty.
Pete glanced up in recognition, expression cocky and assured.
But his face leached of color, as if a
friend he had waved to turned out to
be a questionable stranger.
Susan plucked some Advil
PM off a shelf and tapped on her
heels toward the counter, staring into
Pete’s eyes. He retreated until his back
pressed against the wall behind him.
The wall made of atoms and quarks
and unstable matter seemed the only
thing holding Pete from falling backwards, from tumbling off the planet’s
surface then drifting out beyond the
gravitational pull of Earth.
“What do you want?” His
voice sounded odd, strained.
Susan rattled the Advil container.
“Take it,” he said. “No
charge.”
She slipped it into her jacket
pocket but stood still. The entire universe had shrunk into the little bubble
they inhabited.
“Well, what do you want?”
Pete acted like a thirteen-year-old
boy, perplexed and awkward.
“Do you read books? Did
Pete go to college? Do you know
things? Poetry?”
“Yeah, sure...”
Susan leaned forward against
the counter. Waiting.
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Music
Rebekah Coxwell

afraid.

H

e is afraid. They didn’t kiss. But he is still

He is more afraid than when Moanin
Desdemona asked if he was experienced and he
wasn’t sure if she meant drugs or sex, but he knew at
nineteen that the answer to both was, “No.” Until that
night, until Moanin Desdemona with the bottom lip a
different color, that all the guys joked was because of
her amazing blow jobs, took him behind the bleachers.
But this girl.
Harmony.
She stood on her tiptoes. She breathed music
into him. Then she kissed his cross.
Sacrilege: his mother would have said. Harlot.
Coming in, swinging her thing all over the place. That’s
what his mother called it. His mother came from a
time where a woman’s thing stayed quiet at all times.
This girl was something else. She was not loud
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and neither was her thing. It and she were hypnotic.
He could not imagine what she felt like. He was afraid
to guess. She was no Moanin Desdemona and he
didn’t want her to be. She was a conductor. He was
her baton.
Though he was not sure she knew.
After she left him, after the music, his body
shook. He felt there was an earthquake inside of him.
Shaking him from his core. At night his cross started to
burn his chest. He would count to counteract it. 1234.
1234.1234. He would count for bars, sheets, whole
operas, before finally falling asleep.
After a week, Clef sits in his office feeling the
burn of his cross that now burns day and night. He
counts for an hour. His hands leave sweat prints on
his desk. His only solace is his semi private office. He
takes off his cross and lays it on his desk. He touches
his chest.
The moment she kissed his cross, she claimed
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it. She changed it into a vessel. Took
something great from him and used
his cross to contain it.
He puts his hands back on
the desk. Then he thinks better of
it and wipes his hands on his pants.
He picks up the phone and calls her
extension.
She doesn’t say she is coming,
only a small sound of affirmation and
she hangs up. He wipes his hands on
his pants again. He swipes his hand
across his bald head, fixing the hair
he had when he was nineteen.
When she enters, his brain
tells his legs to stand for the lady,
forgetting it is thirty-one years later.
His legs strain, but he stays seated; in
fear his legs will crumble under him if
he does stand.
He pulls his chair up to his
desk, hiding the leg that is twitching
and jerking around, still a nineteenyear-old version of itself.
She sits. Her hands rest
contentedly in her lap. Her eyes are
big and her leg is shaking. It calms
him to see her, also fearful.
“It’s yours.” His head
motions toward the cross. He doesn’t
touch it because it is no longer his.
Her hands stay in place. The
spot on his chest that the cross is
usually perched upon starts to burn.
1234. 1234. 1234.
She reaches over and takes
the cross, bringing it to her mouth.
A dove flying like an offering to its
goddess. Her lips touch the cross.
That night, he sleeps soundly.
The burn had been the hands.
He knew. They had made their choice
and he had tried to fight it. Keep his
sacred close. But the moment those
womanly hands picked up the cross
off his chest and offered the it to her
mouth, the decision had been made.
His body was in so much shock, it

digressed. His hands started to sweat.
He kept trying to smooth down the
hair that had existed on his head at
the age of nineteen, which at the age
of thirty had started to recede, and
at the age of thirty-five he had given
up on and shaved. Giving her the
sacred, her hands had taken and she
had claimed. But his chest no longer
burned.
The next day, Clef stares
down at his wrist. Do unto others. It
commands. In his head, he hears his
cousin’s preacher, Reverend Smith,
yell, “Do not covet thy neighbor’s
wife.” His desk is now a church pew.
The preacher, loud and bombastic.
Later, when his cousin tells
him the preacher had kids with
another woman, he laughs. The
passionate preacher had stared at
him. His eyes bulging. Sweat dripping
down his face. Hellfire coming from
his mouth. And he thinking the
preacher somehow knew about him
and Moanin Desdemona, because
he was a kid and didn’t realize he
was staring at him because of where
he sat, and that neither he nor
Moanin Desdemona were married at
nineteen, not yet, but the preacher’s
message made his balls hurt still the
same. When he had gotten home, he
thought about putting ice on them.
But he was afraid that counteracting
God’s retribution would mean
something worse. Looking at his wrist
and seeing do unto others and hearing
do not covet thy neighbor’s wife gives him
the same feeling he had in his cousin’s
church. His balls hurt. He decides to
go outside and get some fresh air.
Walk around.
Outside the air feels nice.
His balls are no longer nineteen
and accused. It is breezy, with warm
undertones. Soft brown skin. He keeps
walking. Ignoring the digression. He

needs to stretch his legs. To focus. To
touch that spot right after her thigh
and right before her posterior. He had
just glimpsed it once when she bent
over in his office. His sacred dangling
from her neck. The sacred that sat
between her breasts. He had needed
to get up, walk over to his cabinet and
get some papers out of it. It was all he
could do to keep from reaching out
and stroking the spot. It was probably
as soft as her lips.
He imagines her hands
conducting, as he gives up his fight.
His eyes cannot look away. Her hands
swing smoothly towards her mouth in
crescendo. Her lips touch the cross.
Pianissimo.
******
It was the contradiction
between his open-mouthed, ready to
tear through the world smile, and his
silent cross that convinced Harmony
to kiss him. He was married and
she knew she was wrong, but every
time he smiled at her, he would look
down in shame after the laugh left his
mouth, like he was confessing and
apologizing, right there.
When she kissed him, she
took a step into his space, she lifted
his chin, stood on her tiptoes and
brought her lips as close to his as she
dared to.
When her heels hit the
ground again, she grabbed the cross
in her hands and kissed it.
Every night after the kiss,
and for months after, Harmony
dreams she is the Madonna. Pure.
Beautiful. Pregnant. Her sheets are
soaked with sweat as evidence of her
cleansing dream. Her breasts swollen.
She masturbates after the dream and
after a few days she simply wakes in
ecstasy.

19.

The Opiate, Winter Vol. 12

In the mornings after she
wakes, she stands stark naked in front
of the mirror. The dewy sweat from
her dream all over her skin. She turns
to the side and looks at her belly.
Straining to see if anything is forming
yet.
Ignoring the impossibility,
she places her hands on her stomach
and stands perfectly still, watching
what she sees as a paunch in the mirror, waiting to feel something move
within her.
It is warm for October.

for his car. He looks at his watch; it is
10 p.m. Desi was going to tear into
him about this. Call up his mom and
create a great bitch storm. She always
waited until he walked in the door.
He ambles toward his car. He
reaches in his pocket for his keys. He
doesn’t feel them. He searches in his
other pocket. Something moves in his
peripheral vision. His hands start to
sweat. He looks. It is a goose. It honks
at him. He turns away from it. Cursing at himself for being so jumpy. He
searches his bag and finds his keys at

pocket and lights it.
He feels fucking naked like
those trees. Foolish and imbecilic.
He reaches up once again to grab his
cross that is no longer there.
She claimed his sacred and
now he has no one to pray to.
He smokes another cigarette.
He pulls on it, smelling tobacco and
burned paper. His mind is a metronome. 1234. 1234. 1234. He lets out
the smoke. It feels good.
What would she think of a
sinner like him, out here smoking in

Eighty degrees. The trees look odd
in the heat. Foolish. Like they took
off their clothes to go to the store.
September made sense. The weather grew cooler. The leaves changed
colors, fell off the trees and littered
the ground. It followed the predetermined plan. The trees stood bare and
regal in the face of fall, and awaiting
winter as always. Now here was October with an eighty degree day and
the naked trees looked foolish.
Clef unbuttons his shirt cuffs
and rolls up each sleeve neatly to his
elbow. The parking lot is empty, save

the bottom.
Stupid. Stupid.
He gets in the car and starts
it.
The hairs on the back of his
neck stand up.
He reaches for the cross as he
turns around to see if anyone is in the
back of his car.
There is no one and his sacred is not there.
He punches the horn. It
beeps and echoes. The geese look up
at him and look away, unfazed.
He pulls a cigarette out of his

his car.

“Later, when his cousin tells
him the preacher had kids
with another woman, he
laughs.”
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He laughs and drives home.
Clef pulls in his driveway.
The lights in his house are

“Thank—”
He stops realizing he has no
one to thank. His Goddess?
His phone vibrates. He looks
at it. It’s from his brother. He puts his
phone down.
He lays back his seat and
closes his eyes. Harmony stands on
her tiptoes. Her body’s heat hits his
chest in ripples. Her lips are millime-
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ters in front of his. He wants to kiss
this Goddess of music. He wants to
worship her. Ask for forgiveness on
his knees in front of her and receive
her blessed kiss. He wakes up.
It is daylight. Shit. He glances
at his watch. He only has time to go
in change and leave for work.
Sitting at his desk, Clef ’s
head nods out of tiredness. He picks
up his head, it lulls down, he picks
it up again. His back aches, but not
enough to keep him awake.
Clef gets up, needing to walk
around.
He pours himself a cup of
coffee. The coffee is black and smells
strong.
He takes a sip and it smells
like watered down dirt. He looks into
the cup and it is a dark brown. He is
disgusted, but doesn’t want to pour it
out.
He sits back at his desk.
The smell seems to wrap
around him and the room. The smell
of hot dirt. The longer it sits, the
more it turns, until it is the smell of
black licorice and he must leave.
He gets up and walks out of
his office.
He mumbles an excuse to
someone in his department about
taking a break, and quickly leaves.
There is a flock of geese in
front of the door. He shoos them out
of his path. One turns and hisses at
him. He keeps going.
He gets his keys out of his
pocket and unlocks his car.
“Clef ?” Harmony’s voice is
bright and high.
He turns around. He reaches
up to the spot on his chest where his
cross was and feels nothing.
She reaches up to the chain
on her own neck holding his sacred

and pulls it out of her shirt. She kisses
it. She then drops it back through the
crease above her blouse. Her legs are
steady.
He puts his hand in his
pocket to reach for a cigarette. He
pulls out the pack and it is empty.
Then he smooths down the hair
he had at nineteen. He alternates
between putting his weight on one
leg and then the other. He can’t look
at her because he knows he’s a naked
tree on an eighty degree day in the
presence of its maker.
He hears the click of her
heels on the pavement of the parking
lot.
He starts to whistle absently.
He internally counts her steps to calm
himself. 1234. 1234. 1234. It does not
calm him.
She stands in front of him,
but he keeps counting because what
else does one do in the presence of a
goddess? The sudden thought comes
to him: what if someone sees them?
But then he sees her eyes. In
her heels, she is still shorter than him.
Yet as she brings his lips to meet hers,
he knows he is her lowly disciple.
Her tongue slips in between
his lips. Then out. Too quickly. She
starts to move away. He is thirsty for
her. He bites her lip before he thinks.
She pulls back and touches her lip
with her hand.
His goddess bleeds.
He still tastes the copper in
his mouth. He looks down in shame.
“I’m sorry.”
He is now the six-year-old
version of himself and he has the
overpowering feeling that he wants to
cry. Sob and be held by his mother,
place his head on her breast. Have
his back rubbed softly until the tears
subside and he is soothed.

Her hand reaches out for his,
drawing it toward her.
He looks at her as she pulls
his hand, hypnotized as he steps
toward her.
Her smile is bright and
beautiful.
He sees himself lifting a veil
to reveal this face.
Worshipping her body every
night.
Kissing his sacred around
her neck as an offering, to her.
She puts his hand on her
unchanged stomach.
“Do you feel it? He’s yours.”
At that moment, he smells
black licorice on her and he is
disgusted.
He wonders for a second
how her thing could be so confused.
How she could remember
something that had not occurred.
That this girl could accuse
him without the bombastic tone
and the hypocrisy, and yet hurt him
deeper.
He pulls back his hand. A
child from a hot stove.
Her smile doesn’t falter.
He looks at the chain
attached to his sacred, sitting in her
shirt.
This girl, with the big eyes
and the hands of a woman, has taken
his sacred from him, and left him
faithless.
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Kafka and Campari (Part I)
Christoffer Felix Wahlberg

If nothing happens, it is not a story…
x
I pour myself a glass of Campari and consider taking ice from the freezer but I don’t. Campari with ice is for good
moments. Warm and bitter Campari is for moments like these, when you’ve lost something important.
I need a better distraction.
x
You left me over soup. Not because of it but during it. While I was ignorantly slurping away, listening to the radio
announcing the coming of the rain.
“I am leaving...” you said, got up, and were gone before the soup was cold. I haven’t left the kitchen of our Paris
apartment since.
I need a better distraction.
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x
The city is in chaos, it is only a few months since the Paris terrorist attacks and it still hasn’t recovered. The radio is talking
about riots near Gare de Lyon against the new work law. Tear gas has been fired. It is raining harder than I can remember
it ever having rained before. It sounds like someone is spraying the windows with a pressure hose.
I am in Paris. I am in Paris and I am in limbo. I am in Paris and I am in limbo and there are riots in the streets. I
am in Paris and I am in limbo and there are riots in the streets and the river is flooding and the trains are on strike and it has
been raining for decades. I am alone. Not alone in the world, because you are out there somewhere. But alone in this room,
on this street, in this city, in this country, and somehow, that is much much worse.
I need a better distraction.
x
When we met twelve years ago I swore I wouldn’t be the first one to fall in love. Maybe it was because of my parents divorcing when I was fourteen. Maybe the thought of being so vulnerable scared me. For a while it worked and we moved
in synchronization, like two skydivers descending side by side with their shoots open while keeping a safe distance. But one
night, lying in bed, naked under the covers after we had made love, looking at your freckled face in the blue light of the stereo, my parachute ripped. And instead of falling slowly, I came crashing down. I could see you waving above me, shrinking
into the distance.
I need a better distraction.
x
Why did you buy so many candles? They are everywhere. Untouched, scattered across the apartment like works of undiscovered art. Why have candles that you don’t want to light? Why have tiny ornamental glass bowls that never have anything
in them? Why have huge wavelike vases that stand empty or blankets that are never used but rest neatly over the sofa or
multicolored pillows piled in seemingly eclectic heaps that look like big interracial orgies?
The answer? All are the result of going to Ikea together to buy ONE imitation palm tree, and me ending up spending the next three hours tired and confused and sick hoping the exit is just around the corner as the straps of those shitty
blue and yellow bags cut into my shoulder and my stomach cramps from dehydration and too many meatballs.
I miss it and start lighting candles until the apartment is glowing and drenched by the smell of sweet potato, cinnamon, ginger, lemongrass and vanilla bean. Resurrecting the fragrances that you kept buried in the paraffin and wax.
I need a better distraction.
x
I was twelve years old when I fell in love with Campari. It was my first time in Paris. We had spent the morning with my
older sister in Notre Dame. She, always interested in history and art, was busy reading the the small information plaques,
while I was staring at the colourful light of the magnificent circular window, listening to the sounds of the stone breathing in
the heat and the soft echoes of the tourists shuffling their feet and moving like a river through the church. When we stepped
out, it was noon and the sun was blasting the city with a force I never could have imagined. The air was so hot it burned our
lungs and the pavement was like a radiator. We walked close to the walls of the buildings, keeping to the shadows, making
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our way over the bridge and through the herds of tourists to the left bank and Saint-Germain-des-Prés. I begged Caroline to
abandon her plan of climbing up the steps of Montmartre to visit Sacré Coeur. “We’ll never make it in this heat!” I shouted
and to my surprise, she nodded in agreement. Instead we sought shelter at a small café, apologizing like only tourists do as
we squeezed into the terrace, passing clusters of Parisians fanning themselves with their menus.
While she ordered a Perrier, I glimpsed at the cocktail list peeking out of the waiter’s hip pocket, and ordered a
Campari. The word sounding like magic as it rolled down my tongue and sprang off the tip and into the world. I had no
idea what it was and hoped Caroline wouldn’t realize I was ordering a drink. I remembered the excitement as the waiter
arrived at the table, placing the Ferrari red drink in a tall V-shaped glass with a long dessert spoon that pierced through large
pieces of clear cracked ice, and beside it a small saucer with perfectly cut wedges of lemon and orange. Carefully, so as not
to draw the attention of Caroline, who was once again absorbed in her travel guide, I lifted the cold glass to my lips and, for
the first time in my life, drank deeply. The bitterness was new and surprising. With the heat of the day and lack of sleep and
breakfast, the drink blasted past the empty station of my stomach and crashed into my frontal cortex, sending shards of light
tingling into my toes and fingers. It was 11:15 a.m. and I was instantly drunk and I immediately wanted more. I still do.
I did my best to walk straight as I followed Caroline to Shakespeare and Co. The bookstore where she told me Hemingway used to hang out. But it was as if the pendulum of an old clock was attached to my lower back, causing me to sway
as I walked through the Paris streets that somehow felt more saturated in color and filled with more details than earlier. We
stopped amongst the tourists at the small green water fountain in front of the bookstore to fill our bottles. I splashed handfuls
of the cool water on my overheated face and neck, enjoying the feeling of it running down my chest. Inside, I wiggled my
way through the small first floor where I left Caroline behind, and went upstairs to be alone. There I ran my drunken fingers
across the spines of poetry and prose, making a sound like fop fop fop fop fop until I drew out a book, stumbled onto the wooden
bed and started to read. Kafka’s The Metamorphosis and Other Stories.
It was there, on the cramped second floor, with the bitter aftertaste of the drink, the smell of old books and the
sound of the Paris traffic coming through the open window, with my heart curling up in a nest of unfamiliar words, that I
decided move to Paris and write. It would take me eighteen years to reach the first goal, but even though I did everything
like the great writers—drank, worked, obsessed—I was still struggling with the second.
I wonder how my life would have turned out. If there had been even the slightest of clouds or wind to drain some
of the heat from the city all those years ago. If instead of carving my future on that tiny café table, or on the second floor of
that bookshop, I would have been whisked away to another attraction and maybe another life? Would I still have become a
writer, a poet, a father? Would I still have met you?
I need a better distraction
x
Kafka made it look so easy! Christ, the man wrote about a fucking mole. And about a guy who turns into a cockroach.
How hard could that be? Pretty fucking hard as it turned out. And Hemingway, big Papa himself. He fucked and drank and
fought and traveled and hunted and drank and lived and hated and loved and made it all look so easy. But in the end, he still
drowned in the sea of his own calm words. BAM!
I need a better distraction.
x
“You go to any big city in the world and everyone looks, acts and thinks the same,” my publisher once told me. It was an
autumn afternoon a year or so after I had arrived in Paris and we were sitting at a café in the 6th, drinking pastis and feeling
superior to the tourists. I nodded in agreement as she gurgled on in her thick English accent.
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“London, New York, Shanghai, no way to tell them apart, you could be in any one of them and not know the difference. But not Paris. There is no question about it. You would know instantly, and you would be instantly lost.”
Is that what happened? Did you feel lost here? I remember thinking it was strange that you insisted on calling Finland home, even though we had lived in France for what for me felt like a lifetime. Maybe it was because your family came
from the Finnish countryside, from the open fields and the thick green forests. From the deep sweet water lakes and the hills
you still call mountains. From the smell of new potatoes boiling on the stove and soft cottage cheese set in decorated molds
and moonshine percolating quietly in hidden stills. Your roots went deeper than mine. I felt like a potted plant, imported
from Sweden three hundred years ago but never able to break through the surface of the frozen Finnish ground.
I need a better distraction
x
Unlike you, Campari will never leave me. Not even when I ask her to. Sometimes I drink her swimming in sparkling water,
but whenever I feel old and nostalgic, I take her lying naked on the rocks, shaded but not hidden by a thin slice of orange
peel. Most of the time however, I consume her raw and whole and in secret. Wolfing her down in big gulps from an un-

“I was twleve years
old when I fell in
love with Campari.”

washed glass or the crusted mouth of the bottle. Unsubdued, she dives into me with violent passion, bitter, resentful, almost
knocking my teeth in. That is when I hate myself, and love her the most.
I need a better distraction.
x
Did I ever tell you about my first night in the army? Before shutting off the lights, the sergeant paused and with a tone dripping with satisfaction and malice whispered, “None of you will sleep tonight, but you will wish you did.” Then the lights
faded out and there we were, a roomful of terrified boys. Listening to the sound of our own hearts pounding, to muffled sobs
and the creaking and trembling of iron bunks. Eventually, time stumbled to a halt and there was nothing to do but to count
the beats, the shakes, the sobs and wait for a dawn that never arrived.
Then the screams began, unfamiliar commands barked from far away but that I could feel on my neck. We ran
through the corridor, passing faces of boys just as lost as me, faces I would learn to know but whose names I would never
remember. And then we were outside in the moonlight, eyes adjusting to the darkness, a flock of birds in panic. Someone
shouted.
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“Asento!” Formation!
I didn’t know what it meant, but there was no time to think, I followed the others until we were standing in a line.
TAAKSE POISTU!
Run twenty meters back, re-form the line.
TAAKSE POISTU!
Run, get in line!
TAAKSE POISTU!
This went on. It was getting brighter, dawn approaching. But the dark was better because I didn’t see the faces of the others.
That first day I was given a sack, someone yelled, “MOVE, YOU SHITS!” Three green t-shirts, two green pullovers, six pairs of green underwear, six pairs of green socks, two pairs of black boots, one pair of camouflage trousers, one
camouflage jacket, one helmet with camouflage cover and netting. One towel, one set of bed covers, one two-part metal canteen, one knife/spoon/fork combination utensil, one heavy-plated tactical Kevlar vest, one set of rifle cleaning gear, three
ammunition clips, one 7.62 Rk 62 automatic rifle. Forty-eight kilograms that would be on my back when I ran, when I slept,
when I ate, when I cried, when I breathed and when I didn’t breathe. I would carry all of this, and much much more for
the next six months. For the next six months my home would be the forest, the ocean, the island scattered along the Finnish
coastline.
“You are recruits,” reverberated the Captain’s words, burning through the rows of boys like dragon breath. “Those
of you who aren’t completely useless will be lucky enough to be able to call yourself Coastal Rangers, and a handful of
you, will become Green Beret Commandos, the toughest elite unit in the country. You will be the ones behind the frontline,
moving hidden at night through enemy encampments, cutting throats and setting fires. Those of you who meet the impossible demands that will be placed on you emerge not as human, but as machines, weapons, killers! You will be responsible
for taking lives and saving them. Over the next six months, you will run for hours, march for days and stay awake forever. I
know some of you might think you are not here to do your best, that you will take the easy way. But you, you will have it the
worst, you will be treated like shit, like garbage, like a dog.”
The army is mandatory in Finland and I went because I thought it was better than prison or doing community
service for eighteen months. And I chose the special forces because I wanted to show those fuckers they couldn’t break me. I
just hadn’t expected meeting you the week before. Didn’t expect to be in love. Didn’t expect to feel like a victim. You changed
everything.
I wonder what you thought when I told you I was going to the army. Maybe you thought the Finnish army was not
a good place for a Swedish-speaking vegan pacifist with a pending degree in theoretical philosophy. Maybe you thought, uh
oh…this is not going to end well, and in some ways you would have been right, in others you would have been wrong.
While you were out with your ex-boyfriend, sending me a text message at two a.m. saying you had a great night
and spent hours drenched in the warm summer night, talking on a park bench, I sat frozen on a stool, my body shaking
from anger and the strain of sitting upright for five hours! While he brushed your hand with his, taking it for himself as if
by mistake, I was screwing the detonator into a grenade with my hands behind my back. While you were walking next to
him towards the bus stop, tipsy and surprised, I was lying in a hole in the ground with a face full of mud. With rifle shots
crackling around me and bullets sending messages traced in light. While you were smelling the damp grass of the Esplanade
Park and listening to the laughing seagulls of the Helsinki market and giggling at a joke he made, I was breathing in fumes
of grease, meat, fire and gunpowder. While you hiccuped and tried to fit your key in the lock of your parents’ house in Jollas,
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I was locked into a tent. While you brushed your teeth and looked at your reflection in the mirror, a smoldering pellet of
tear gas was pushed inches from my face by a maniac laughing in a mask. While you felt hungry, flattered and drunk, I felt
pain, nausea, love and suffocation. While you made your way up the stairs I stumbled out into the cold night and for a second I thought I could breathe. While you dressed in your soft cotton nightgown, I strapped on a gas mask, a thirty kilogram
backpack and covered myself in chemical-resistant rainwear. While you folded yourself into your cool sheets, I ran up and
down the yellow hills looking like a turtle. While you fell asleep thinking of who to choose, I pushed on and refused to give up
and finally, as my face floated above your bed and into your dreams, I was the last one to vomit into the mask and pass out.
I remember the first time I laughed in the army. Someone farted in the night, long and with a high-pitched ending
that sounded like it was asking a question. The laugher shattered the silence. It was like an explosion. I laughed so hard tears
ran down my cheeks softening the hard grey blanket. Next thing I knew it was winter and I was standing outside of a tent,
whistling the Finnish national anthem and pissing on the the officers’ tactical vests while they slept inside. It froze quickly,
and would thaw slowly as their bodies heated it during the day.
Slowly, the combat gear seeped into my skin. First it became green. But as the snow carefully crept over the landscape like a drunken lover in the night, it became white and translucent. I became oblivious to the cold and the snowstorms
that turned the Baltic Sea into ice. Over time, the forest welcomed me. It opened up and let me in until I became just another
one of its animals, burrowing through its soft sand and snow, eating its red and blue and golden berries, sleeping in its caves
and under its trees. The forest gave me the only thing it could give: first nothing, then everything.
Three months had passed. You were in Nepal as a volunteer nurse working at a maternity ward, and for a while I
missed you so much it tore me apart. Like now, I couldn’t eat or sleep. It was too much for me. So while you sent me a picture
of you and Cameron Diaz drinking together in a bar in Kathmandu, looking shockingly similar, I placed the Green Beret
on my head for the first time and turned everything else off. I felt hard, blind, numb and uncaring. It was a relief. And as the
rifles exploded in a row next to me, splattering my face with oil and sand I laughed and screamed. While you smoked a joint
at an after party with a famous photographer from Israel, my heart beat three thousand times per minute as I crept through
yellow smoke, whispered, “Happy Easter” and took out twelve soldiers and an enemy tank on my own. While you packed
your backpack, and began making your way across the foothills of the Annapurna mountains, I was standing at a ceremony
to receive the medal. The vegan commando, best soldier in the fucking platoon.
And then, just like that, it was over and the confusion started to set in. Who was I? What did I believe in? The pride
was gone and replaced immediately by shame and longing for you to be back. At the university, I tried to understand what
Professor Von Platon was saying, tried to decipher what he was writing on the blackboard, tried to grasp the logic symbols
as they climbed up the syntax tree like cartoon monkeys. But the only thing I could see was your face, and the only thing I
heard were explosions. If A then Boom. If B then BOOOOM!
I need a better distraction.
To be continued...
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Some Stupid Bitch Killed Ana
Peaceful(OrFourUnbelievable
Conversations and a Murder)
An Erotic Comedy Inspired by the Life & Intentions of Valerie Solanas

Anton Bonnici
Conversation #4

UP YOUR ASS AGAIN

Virginia Sinrays (VIR) – A film writer that has been working on a biopic of Valerie
Solanas for a long while…
Judith Harron (JUD) – A feminist activist and campaigner, and Virginia’s lover.
Two lovers having breakfast, there’s coffee on the table and one is rolling a joint.
Virginia (VIR) is wearing a David Bowie t-shirt, Judith (JUD) is wearing a Leonard Cohen t-shirt; they are both only
wearing a t-shirt and knickers. Judith is already at the table with the coffee ready and rolling the joint when Virginia walks
in clearly having just woken up. Virginia sits on Judith’s lap.
JUD

Good morning sweaty cunt.

VIR

Coffee. I need coffee. Oh, hello there you hairy slut.

JUD

Damn your hole was salty this morning.

VIR

Must be the nachos we had last night.

JUD

Must be. Even though, now that I’m actually thinking about the taste of your hole, I think it’s
actually always salty.

VIR

You mean I was born with a salty hole?

JUD

Yeah. You, ma baby, were born with a salty hole.

VIR

Good thing you always preferred savoury to sweet then isn’t it?

JUD

Good thing indeed.

VIR

How about this? Would you call this one salty?

JUD

This what?
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VIR

This.

JUD

You did not! Oh, you did not just fart in my lap!

VIR

What if I did?

JUD

So that’s why your hole is salty! Cos you’re always farting salty farts! Get off me!

VIR

Oh I know you like getting farted on.

JUD

I don’t! Go back to fuckin bed and fist yourself or something.

VIR

Already did that. Twice. Once in my pussy, then in my ass.

JUD

If you’re gonna keep fisting your ass you’re gonna loosen that hole for good.

VIR

Then I’ll have to walk around with a butt plug all the time to stop my shit from drippin!

JUD

Eeeeew! Damn you’re nasty this morning!

VIR

Isn’t that why you love me?

JUD

Yeah it is. I love you cos you’re a nasty, dirty, writer and your shit tastes amazing.

VIR

And salty.

JUD

Amazingly salty.

VIR

Would you still love me if I wasn’t a writer, or dirty?

JUD

Do you mean would I still love you if you quit being a writer and turned into a goody two shoes?

VIR

No. I mean, what if I had never been a writer, and I never had a filthy mouth, would you have
still fallen in love with me?

JUD

That’s an unfair hypothetical question.

VIR

Why?

JUD

Because it assumes that I can imagine and judge what you would have been like if you weren’t a
writer and you didn’t have the foulest mouth on the planet. And I might not be actually able to
imagine that.

VIR

Hmm. Cuntface, is my mouth that foul?

29.

The Opiate, Winter Vol.12
JUD

Yes it is pussy breath. And to actually answer half of your question, I think that no, I wouldn’t be
able to fall in love with anybody who doesn’t swear a lot and use the word cunt at every possible
opportunity.

VIR

Because “cunt” is such a lovely word and we should use it as much as we fuckin can!

JUD

Exactly! See, you can’t possibly ever have, or ever have had, a goody two shoes mouth my dear
cunty McCuntface!

“What you have
to do is publish
my writing.”
By now the joint is rolled and they have lit it up. JUDITH puts it to VIRGINIA’s mouth. VIRGINIA pulls a good strong
drag.
VIR

I needed that.

JUD

There’s nothing like a good breakfast.

VIR

Earlier, in bed, when I was fisting myself, I was thinking about the ending. I think that’s where we
should show him getting shot, with the blood and everything, the way she would have seen him.

JUD

Are you talking about Scum?

VIR

Yes of course. What else have I been thinking about for the past three years?

JUD

But the attack, it actually happens much earlier in the script.

VIR

Yes, so, the script is pretty much chronological but I’d like to play around with point of view;
so when we get to the moment where Valerie is going on her rampage and she has the gun, she
enters The Factory and there’s the exchange and then she starts shooting, right? That time, that
first time we see this, the camera is facing her, so we see her pointing the gun at us, the audience,
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and then the three shots. And we cut to the aftermath. At the end though, when she’s older and
roaming the streets, I want us to see the moment being replayed over and over again but from
her point of view.
JUD

So that’s when we get to see Andy Warhol.

VIR

Yes, Andy Warhol, on the phone, two shots miss him and he’s ducking like crazy totally terrified
and the third shot gets him. We build up to it, we build up to the moment where we actually get
to see this, see him being reduced to such a pathetic state, through her point of view. He almost
becomes a ghost haunting her memories, you know what I mean?

JUD

That… that sounds great… That’s a good idea.

VIR

What I’m still not sure of is the drug use and the alcoholism.

JUD

Your script is full of drug use and alcoholism, what do you mean?

VIR

My intention has always been to portray Solanas as this complex woman. It is very easy to
pigeonhole her portrayal as either psychotic and deranged or a victim of the men around her.
Both arguments would reduce her action to a desperate reaction. I don’t want her to come
across like this.

JUD

You want to make it clear that she knew what she was doing and she had a very deliberate plan.

VIR

Exactly. This is why I wanted to spend so much time showing how she planned the attack, and
explaining her reasoning to the cops and the judges, all of it shows that she knew what she was
doing and she was very conscious of the fact that Andy Warhol had to die. But in this latest
rewrite Ana asked for, I had to put in all these drug and booze scenes because they want the
picture to be less “broody” and more “edgy,” and now I’m risking that her attack comes across
as some cocaine-fueled temper tantrum.

JUD

Have you finished the rewrite?

VIR

Almost, I want to do some more work on it and send it to her this evening. I hope she’s fuckin
happy now. I’ve rewritten this script three bloody times already and every time it feels less and
less the movie I wanted to write in the first place.

JUD

When was the last time you spoke to Ana?

VIR

A week ago, why?

JUD

Did you talk about the movie?

VIR

She said she’s eager to read the next rewrite and then we’ll start talking about getting a director
attached and casting and everything... Is something wrong? Do you know something I don’t?
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JUD

Yesterday, at the party, I was talking to Vera and she was quite convinced that your movie might
not be happening.

VIR

What the fuck? Why are you telling me this? What the fuck is this?!

JUD

Listen honey, I don’t want to hurt you but I would really hate to see you getting strung along for
much longer…

VIR

Why are you doing this to me?

JUD

Look, you have to consider the possibility that Ana is not going to produce your movie and that
she’s not being completely honest with you.

VIR

Tell me exactly what Vera told you. Everything. Tell me everything.

JUD

Okay, sit down…

VIR

Don’t tell me what to fuckin do, just tell me what she said.

JUD

I was talking to Vera and I mentioned how excited you were about your project and that Ana
was asking you for all these rewrites, right? So Vera told me, very discreetly and only because
we’re good friends, that you shouldn’t actually keep your hopes up and that you might also want
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to start approaching other producers.
VIR

But why?

JUD

Because Ana just greenlit a Janis Joplin biopic and that’s going to be quite big budget. Most
probably the studio does not have the money to greenlight your project even if Ana wanted to
and she’s not going to produce more than one biopic over these two years so the chances that
she’s going to produce yours are increasingly slim.

VIR

So why the fuck is she asking me for rewrites?

JUD

Because if she likes it enough then she’ll tell you that the movie is not going to happen and make
you a small cash offer for your script instead, hoping that you’d be crushed enough to just give
up on it and sell it to her…

VIRGINIA falls completely silent. Almost catatonic.
JUD

Virginia.

VIRGINIA doesn’t reply. Then she picks up the manuscript from the floor, rips it apart and starts sobbing quietly.
JUD

I can help you look for another producer, your work is great, there’s no reason to breakdown.

VIR

I have every reason to fucking breakdown! I’m an unemployed thirty-year-old creative writing
graduate! I don’t own anything in this shit life and I’m a fucking nobody! This was supposed to
be my big break! This was supposed to put me on the fucking map!

JUD

You can keep trying…

VIR

I’m done with trying! That’s all we can fucking do, try, try, try! I don’t want to try anymore! I
want to have it. I want to take it. I need a real chance and I’m done begging. I’m done with all
of it, with all the fucking things a woman has to do just, just… just to goddamn survive!

JUD

Please Virginia, stop, you’re scaring me…

VIR

Scared, you’re scared? I’m terrified Judith! I’m terrified of being another taxpaying nobody. I’m
terrified of having to find another shit paying job. I’m terrified of having to live a mediocre life.

JUD

I don’t know what to say. I’m sorry, I really am. You deserve better I know you do. If I can help,
in any way, please, tell me, tell me how I can help.

Awkward silence. VIRGINIA wipes her tears and composes herself, then she turns sharply to JUDITH.
VIR

You’ll do anything for me, right? You’ll help me with whatever I have to do, right?

JUD

Yes of course, tell me what you need and I’ll help you.
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VIR

Anything?

JUD

Virginia, what are you going to do?

VIR

I’m going to kill her. I’m going to kill Ana Peaceful.

JUD

You what?

VIR

I know this sounds insane but I know exactly what I have to do and how I’m going to do it. This
is history, this is history repeating itself; and this time I’m going to get it right. I’m going to walk
up to Ana Peaceful, I’m going to shoot her in the face and I’m going to kill her.

JUD

Jesus fucking Christ, Virginia. What are you saying? What in fuck’s sake are you saying?

VIR

I’m going to buy a gun, I’m going to her office, there’s no security or anything, since she thinks
everybody fuckin loves her, I’ll point the gun to her face and I’ll shoot her three times. I will
accomplish what Valerie Solanas didn’t. She was supposed to be the woman that killed Andy
Warhol and instead she became the woman that tried to kill Andy Warhol. Well, I won’t repeat
her mistake, I will shoot Ana Peaceful in the face, and I will become the woman who killed Ana
Peaceful.

JUD

Are you asking me to help you kill her?

VIR

No. I wouldn’t do such a thing. I’m only asking you to not stop me from killing her and then help
me with what has to happen afterwards.

JUD

What? Help you escape from the country?

VIR

I’m not escaping. I’m giving myself up. I’ll go the police and I’ll confess to the murder just like
Solanas did. What you have to do is publish my writing.

JUD

You are willing to kill somebody and go to prison only so that your work gets published?

VIR

Not only. But yes. I’ll give you all of my writings, my plays, my poetry, everything. Before I leave
to kill her I’ll sign over everything to you, I’m entrusting you with all my work. I’ll write a letter
explaining how I’m making you the proprietor of my creative work and giving you all rights to it.
That way nobody will be able to stop you from publishing it whilst I’m in prison.

JUD

How? What? Oh fucking hell, you’re insane!! I can’t believe I’m actually considering this!

VIR

Of course you have to consider this. This will change our life forever. We’ll finally be somebody.
Everyone will want my work. I’m going to be right in the eye of a media frenzy. They’re all
gonna go insane after they hear about my confession. I’ll even tweet it! I’ll tweet it and play it live
on fuckin Facebook. I’ll stream live the whole fuckin thing, it will be the crime of the fucking
year. And you’ll write about it! You’ll finally have a fucking cause.
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JUD

What do you mean I’ll have a fucking cause? I’ve had causes to do what I do all my goddamn
life. I haven’t been hanging around on my ass waiting for you to make me fucking useful!

VIR

That’s not how I meant it!

JUD

Virginia, I’ve travelled this entire world helping girls and women out of all kinds of shit. And
I intend to keep doing that because girls and women are still being treated like dirt everywhere.
Why should I change all that just so you can kill somebody and get published?

VIR

What Ana is doing is wrong, it’s wrong! Women like her make everybody think that things have
changed, that just because there’s a woman running the show we’re achieving some kind of
fuckin equality! It’s all bullshit!

JUD

What are you saying??

VIR

Ana didn’t break the fuckin glass ceiling, Judith. She didn’t change things for women in the
industry; she simply became one of the fuckin boys!

JUD

But she offers an opportunity. Just because you might not get to avail of it yourself in the
immediate future doesn’t mean you have to fuckin kill her!

VIR

Men have been offering “opportunities” to women since time immemorial! That’s not the point.
To have a woman that keeps simply perpetuating the same systems, the same behaviours, the
same exploitative traditions that men have devised is not progress, that is not a step forward for
women, that is just one simple fuckin bitch’s ambition and greed that makes life even worse for
the rest of us.

JUD

You’re truly going to do this aren’t you?

VIR

Yes. Today. I’m killing her today. I’ve never felt as sure and as convinced of anything, ever. This
is what I’m meant to do.

JUD

But this isn’t the fucking seventies Virginia! Nobody is going to rally in your favour, nobody is
going to wave your banner, you’re not going to be some modern day Joan of Arc. You’ll be a
simple murderer. That’s all. A murderer. In prison.

VIR

Yes. This world is so fucked up, unjust and corrupt, that I’d rather be a criminal, I’d rather be
locked up for murder, than live freely in this pathetic charade where nobody’s fucking life is
worth a damn. I will be locked up in a cell but my voice will be free, published and read. My
words will carry all the life and freedom I reject.

JUD

Come here baby, just let me hold you a bit, I can’t listen to this anymore I just want to hold
you… You can fart on me again if you want.

VIR

No. I’m sorry but no. This is no time for fucking. Are you going to help me or not?
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JUD

My whole life is going to change if you do this. I mean, I have my own projects too. My
campaigns, my rallying… As soon as this happens I’ll have to quit everything. Everybody will be
asking about you and my whole life will become about my relationship with you… You are
asking me to allow you to do this, but in reality, what you are asking for is that I abandon my life
completely and plunge myself into this chaos you’re about to unleash.

VIR

When was the last time you truly felt fulfilled and accomplished by what you’re doing? Like,
sincerely now, truly fulfilled and accomplished?

JUD

You know I love what I do.

VIR

Every time Judith, every time you come back from one of your trips you tell me how much you
have to fight for somebody to listen to you. How much they make you feel insignificant and
irrelevant because all your pleas and campaigns and actions change so little. When has this life
ever made you feel good about yourself ? Made you look in the mirror and feel proud of being
exactly who you wish to be?

JUD

I’m not deluded, I don’t do what I do to feel like I’m some fuckin wonder woman. I’m not going
to spend my entire life struggling to be fucking self-fulfilled. I know that my work is tough and
thankless, but sometimes I do get to make some people feel better and that’s enough. Happiness
though? I’m only happy when I’m in bed with you. That’s when I’m happy. And now you’re
asking me to help you destroy that. To help you go do something fucking stupid and lock
yourself up in a fucking prison for twenty goddamn years, that’s what you’re asking of me. I
can’t do it Virginia, I can’t.

VIR

I’m not going to be with you in that bed forever anyway Judith. There’s no forever. Whatever
your decision is, this is it. Who I was until today is dead. I can’t go back now, something has
happened now, my mind has happened now, I’m aware of something like I have never been
before and that woman you went to bed with last night, whether you like it or not, is gone. I’ve
been thinking about this for quite a while and today I want to be another woman. I’m no longer
playing their game. This woman has a much bigger story. Do you want to be a part of my story,
a part of my life, or not?

JUD

I can’t imagine not being a part of your life.

VIR

I’m going to do this and I can’t see any other future.

JUD

I would have loved you anyway.

VIR

What do you mean?

JUD

If you weren’t a writer with a filthy mouth I’d have fallen in love with you and your salty hole
anyway.

VIR

I am going to miss you so much.
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JUD

I miss you already.

JUDITH pulls VIRGINIA towards her, they embrace and kiss.
……

Photo by Fanny Mac
Of Potters’ Demons Production Lab: ofpottersdemons.com
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Youth, Stand Firm
Jeff Gibbs

I

n the bright yellow square of a window,
he finishes scraping the black grime off the grill. In
the morning, before the sun starts to rise, he is the
only light and movement on a dark and empty avenue. He used to coach weightlifting and wrestling at
a private high school, but since the academic purges, he has worked at his cousin’s kebab stand. It sits
in the parking lot of a car wash and he spends his
nights serving the graveyard shift taxi drivers who
come to spray down their cabs.
He tosses the rag in the green garbage can
and wipes his hands on his apron, eyeing the kid on
the scooter who is now pulling up on the curb. He
observes the boy pry a newspaper from a bundle
tightly tied to the back of his bike and wedge it into
the handle of his door. The boy never looks up. He
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adjusts his helmet strap, leaps on the bike like a
Hollywood cowboy, and disappears into the dark.
Even from here he can see the headline: Explosions
Ravage Istanbul in Treasonous Terror Attack.
He unlocks the door and takes the paper.
He is wearing only a white undershirt despite the
cold. He likes his shirts taut, though his ever-growing belly now hangs over his pants and his once
powerful chest muscles look deflated. The thing is,
he is still vain about his biceps which, even at forty-five, remain cut like a bodybuilder. He is always
finding ways to flex them when there’s a crowd of
customers, and this done half-unconsciously. He’ll
stroke his chin while waiting for the meat to cook,
or chat up regulars with his big arms folded across
his chest, his hands resting just beneath his armpit

Youth, Stand Firm - Jeff Gibbs
to surreptitiously push the muscles
out.
He snaps the paper open
and scans the front page. Three
bombs exploded last night, it says,
at various points throughout the
city. Forty-five reported dead so far.
Hundreds injured. There’s a picture
of a bloodied and shredded child in
the bottom corner—a little girl with
yellow doll hair. The first exploded at
10:30 p.m. in front of the courthouse,
he reads, and the last, at midnight,
not even three hundred meters up the
street in front of the Leader’s villa.
He’d heard none of them—just the

uphill toward home. Two city buses
pass by, the only vehicles on the
road. They are each empty; speeding
illuminated rows of
windows
showcase vacant seats. Strange, he
thinks, that none of the customers
mentioned anything amiss. No
panicked whispers, no rants for or
against the Leader, no one demanding
that he switch on the TV for news.
Two high school boys come
toward him from up the sidewalk on
their way down to the tech school.
They are both taller than him,
broader in the shoulders, too. They
part to let him pass and he senses

masterminds have all been linked to
parliament members, it says, from the
opposition party. The nation must
mobilize to exterminate the viruses
of betrayal and terrorism.
He passes Çamlıca Park,
tall pines and dark linden trees
full of finch-chirps and trills. He is
approaching the site of the last bomb.
The paper says it exploded directly
in front of the Leader’s villa which
stands on the corner across from
the park, an old mansion from the
imperial days restored to its rightful
pomp and housing a new kind of
emperor. He takes a left a block past

“‘...our blood will water
the fury of the people.’”
usual clamor of traffic and honking
of horns and sizzle of fat dropping
into the coals.
He tucks the paper under
his arm and switches off the light.
The eastern sky is already starting
to lighten over Kayış Mountain and
the new skyscrapers of Ataşehir. He
can see the whole panorama of the
city silhouetted against a line of pale
blue horizon as he locks up his shop.
Nothing seems out of sort. Outside on
the curb, two men in white shirts and
ties wait with identical black laptop
cases in hand, as they always are. One
of them looks like a foreigner. He’s
sure they’re teachers. Sometimes,
when he’s late closing up, he sees a
white school van pick them up.
He nods at them and starts

the gravity of their bodies and their
weight, tugging at him slightly like
a planet on a satellite. He stops and
turns to watch them go, two hulking
shapes in the pre-dawn darkness.
Whenever he sees younger men like
this, he automatically pats his balding
pate, smoothing out the few long hairs
that linger there. It’s a gesture of loss
that he knows is not very profound or
noble. He just hates getting old. His
wife makes fun of him for it. “Let me
know if we need to start saving for
your mid-life crisis—sports cars aren’t
free, you know.”
Three bombs. The work of
internal enemies, the side column
says in bold red, working with traitors
inside the ruling party, all most likely
with help from foreign powers. The

it and crosses the road. When he
feels he’s far enough away, he dares
to glance up. In all the months of
walking home from work, he has
never looked directly at the gate. It’s
asking for trouble, he feels.
There is the same number
of guards as there always is, and no
sign of any damage, no ambulances
or squad cars. The gate stands tall
and impregnable, the golden K at
the front gleaming in the streetlights.
Some claim it is made from real gold.
It smolders there in the darkness.
What does it stand for, he wonders?
Kadir? Keder? Kader? Might, grief, fate?
He swings right up the side
road that leads to his apartment
building and goes back to his paper
–Police Put City Under Lockdown! People
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Demand Arrest of Governors in East! He
has to hold the paper close to make
out the small print—his vision has
started to fail him lately. His doctor
says it’s age. He’s still reading when
he passes the culture center, turns
the corner and slams suddenly into
someone coming the opposite way.
Startled, he looks up into the face
of a tall teenage boy. The boy has a
patchwork beard and wears a school
uniform jacket over a GAP sweatshirt.
He is lanky and smells of cigarettes.
His shoes are bright blue, mimicking
one of the city’s soccer stars.
“Sorry,” the man mutters.
“Watch where you’re going,
you old faggot,” the boy says. The
man bristles automatically, spreading
out his shoulders like he used to do
when entering the ring. His fists
clench, but he hears movement
coming from up the sidewalk, a sound
like claws or nails scratching across
stone. Behind the first boy, a group
of about five more seem to form out
of the darkness, the street shadows
rushing together from all directions
to morph into human shapes. They
gather behind the first boy and wait.
All five smoke in unison, and with
each inhalation, the faces light up in
a surge of red.
“Why don’t you kids just let
me on by?”
The first boy sneers and calls
over his shoulders to the others, “I
think this is the traitor we’ve been
hunting for all fucking night. I think
he’s the one who blew up the Leader’s
house and is now coming to check his
handiwork.”
The man is too startled to
respond. His fist uncoils. The other
boys move beside the first, forming a
half circle that blocks his way. They
are huge, taller than him, their bodies
humming like power lines.
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“I didn’t even look at the
Leader’s house,” he says. “I’m just
coming home from work.”
“Who gets off work at 6:00
a.m., faggot?”
“Nobody,” says one of the
other boys.
“I work at the kebab shop,
just up from your school.”
“We’re not students, faggot.”
“You’ve got jackets. The
uniforms, I thought…”
“These are fatigues. We’re
soldiers. And since evening prayer
yesterday we’ve been hunting for the
terrorists who blew up the Leader’s
house.”
“But it says that bomb went
off at midnight.” He holds up the
paper as if in some kind of appeal.
The boy takes it and hands it
to one of the smokers behind him.
“What does it say?”
“It says the last bomb went
off after evening prayers and that
the terrorists hired a traitor stooge to
plant it.”
“No, it says an old kebab
faggot planted it.”
As they talk, they close in to
form a full circle, walling him in. The
sun has not yet cleared the horizon,
yet a rose pink spills over the street.
Everything glows in a cotton candy
light. They take a drag on their
cigarettes. Black cavernous eyes.
The first boy pulls out a
knife.
“You’re the only one out on
the street, faggot. Why’s that? Why,
when everyone else is scared shitless
hiding in their houses?”
“But the Leader’s house is
right over there,” the man protests.
“You can see it. It’s fine. Not a mark
anywhere.”
“So you admit it. You were
scouting it out.”

He had a dream the night
before that he was trying to find his
way home through a strange part
of the city. He knew he had to walk
through a casino to get to the wharf
where the ferries left, but he kept
going into the wrong one. There
were dead-end hallways lined with
blinking slot machines. He wandered
through doors that looked like an exit
only to find himself in a bathroom,
or once he awakened out of a daze
and realized he had spent hours at
a roulette table. There was always
a woman there, wearing a red dress
with a blue ribbon pinned to her
shoulder—not to the fabric of the
dress but to the flesh of her arm
where blood trickled down. It meant
something. It formed words on her
skin as it flowed.
“This paper you read proves
you’re a traitor,” the first boy says.
“It prints all kinds of lies about the
Party.” The one who holds the paper
tosses it to the ground and kicks it,
sending the pages fluttering out into
the street. Another standing behind
him leans forward and loudly sniffs
his neck.
“Smells like one of them.”
“I’m not one of them.”
“Talks like one of them,
too.”
“I’m not one of the them.”
“I know that smell.”
He closes his eyes and wishes
he were home. The strains of a song
pound up from the direction of the
gate with the K. One of the new
anthems modeled on the old republic
marches. In the drums you can hear
the boots tramping in synch toward
destiny.
“We are strong, we are
young, our hearts beat with passion
for the mother land!”
The volume grows. He

Youth, Stand Firm - Jeff Gibbs
realizes they’re playing it from the
road.
“Though we fall in death,
our blood will water the fury of the
people.”
Another mosque picks it up,
then another, until there is a chorus
thundering through the empty
streets.
“Youth, stand firm. Let no
one divert us from our goal!”
The circle of young men fold
over him as a breathtaking sunrise
clears the trees and buildings, sending
rays of light to startle the world.
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His New Car
Christopher J. Adams

T

he doctor squinted and scrolled down.
Nameless data rolled in a computer brain.
“As it seems we have exhausted holistic
therapy, I’m afraid it is my recommendation.” He
always spoke evenly.
His practice was a perfect cube. Each corner stretched out in unison and each wall mirrored
another in hue and distance. If the whole thing
were spun, all six faces, himself and his patient
tumbling about inside, arranging things back to
their first place would be dizzying.
Though there were fine details to keep balance and orientation. Moulded phrases and hard
smiles peered into the free space: Carbohydrates – A
Silent Killer and Is your three-year-old still bedwetting?
Simple, considerate guidelines which remained on
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vertical surfaces. It would confuse patients if they
were stuck to the floor or ceiling.
A glossy face stayed tacked to the office
door. A pale, bob-headed girl pinned and grinning.
The right hand raised thinly and a half cigarette
trapped between forefinger and index. She had a
dirty smile. Teeth missing, others yellowed through.
The words, “It’s not just her pearly whites that are
ruined,” were floating above her head.
The smoke suited her. It lent her plain face
maturity. Though it wasn’t clear whether she was
raising it to her lips or moving it away. Truth hid
in her static eyes and the doctor often considered
them. He sometimes thought he might contact the
print company, identify the woman and track down
her address.

His New Car - Christopher J. Adams
Just that morning, he went
over what he would ask:
Are you a genuine smoker, or was
it just a prop put out after shooting?
Did the whole thing make you
think about lung cancer?
A plastic skeleton was
squeezed in the West corner, hanging
weightlessly as though asleep.
The doctor typed quickly
when he spoke: “We avoid escalation
where possible, but I’m afraid this is
the recommended treatment path.”

used it a lot.
“I thought these were only
temporary,” the small man voiced,
holding the capsule up to find better
light. He rotated it with caution in
the stale brightness and the doctor
took his hands from the keyboard.
“They are a selective
serotonin reuptake enabler, Sir.
They bring the brain’s circulation of
serotonin into balance.” The doctor
moved his hands over his temples to
remind himself where the brain sat.

don’t hesitate to call if there are
any undesirable side effects or your
symptoms remain unchanged.” The
doctor held out a small parchment
when he finished.
The man sat out of his chair
and buttoned his coat. He usually
held a hand out for the doctor’s and
today was no different, but an even
creak came through the room and let
in a nurse.
This one’s uniform stretched
and bulged at the edges and her hair

Bridger did not move his face from
the screen but talked towards it, eyes
bouncing from left to right, digital
line to line. He read the prescription
aloud:
Patient 0216MR.E – No changes in
symptoms. Summative recommendations
and prescription: aforementioned dosage
of SSRI medication to be increased to 30
milligrams per day.
The doctor waited for his
patient to speak but he was still,
brain fixed on the vial in his hand.
Footsteps went past the doctor’s door
—sharp, staccato heels going down
the corridor.
He considered whether the
patient had heard him, or if he was
even listening. Treatment path ran again
in his head. He liked that phrase and

“As a result of progressive
endorphin actuation, there is a
potential for developed reliance. This
can manifest itself variably from
patient to patient, depending on a
range of factors.”
The man’s eyes were close on
the label, studying the fine imprints
in the packaging.
“Age,
physical
fitness,
hormonal fluctuation and weight
can influence the drug’s efficacy,”
the doctor continued and his patient
adjusted himself, crossed left leg over
right.
“I recommend taking them
at the same time every day and don’t
worry about the small print. Do be
aware that symptoms can increase
in the first days of use and please

was in a tight, greasy ponytail. She
moved to a grid of numbers and
names on the East wall and shifted
her head from the papers in her
hand, to the wall, and back again.
Up and down, down and up—as if
repetition would reconcile two great
and separate truths.
Dr. Bridger moved to the
door, waited for the woman to skirt
through, and held it open for his
man.
The patient moved heavily
and left a slow odour in the passage.
It took him a while to leave and
the doctor tracked him down the
corridor. The rhythm and pace of
his shuffles were different that day.
His ticks and tacks had an increased
volume and duration. It occurred to

“Chicken pox, dehydration and sprained ankles
were lovely.”
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Dr. Bridger that this man was spidery
thin; he was also sure that the jumper
and camouflage trousers were the
same as last time. He closed the door
and returned to his desk.
Women with mops and
buckets were in the corridors and
there were only two people left in the
waiting room. A short pale boy and
a wrinkled lady with her arms round
his shoulders. His legs swung freely
and little Batmen flew around his
pyjama bottoms. A man-sized jacket
covered the rest of him. Sores and
bloated pimples were sucking at his
face and neck, but the woman drew
him close. She moved her lips to
his ear and the boy giggled brightly
when she spoke.
A bing came over the room
and glee filled Dr. Bridger’s face. His
own full name appearing above the
reception desk. He had an honest
and beautiful thing, nothing fancy
or awkward. The doctor preferred
things like that. Chicken pox,
dehydration and sprained ankles
were lovely.
******
The headlamps of his car
woke up and the interior was bathed
in amber. The driver’s side clicked
open on approach, as Dr. Bridger
had insisted on keyless entry. He’d
also insisted on halogen headlamps,
a leather and off-suede interior,
nineteen-inch wheels, a trip computer
and the larger three-litre engine for
his new car. A heavy tug on the door
and all sound ceased, the air in the
cabin pressurizing.
Sausage rolls for the birthday
party. On your way home tonight. Get
something veggie too.
The radio turned on and
Dr. Bridger clicked in his seatbelt. A
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warm pulsation moved through the
lumbar, a standard feature on the
luxury package. Then the engine
came alive. A rich, reassuring growl
through the exhaust on starting
before a steady, even tempo at one
thousand RPM.
Dr. Bridger pulled at his
tie and loosened the top buttons of
his shirt. A voice declared that next
up would be Berlioz’s “Symphonie
Fantastique,” played by the Bavarian
symphony orchestra. The doctor
removed a small container from his
pocket, shook out three tablets and
swallowed them down dry.
His machine was impressive
in the empty car park. Taut and
earthed like an athlete before the
great dash. A strong core turned
evenly and Dr. Bridger pointed the
nose home, Bavarian strings melting
in the speakers.

The Man With the Circus Inside
Laura Mega

I

can still remember a certain man, a
dreamer. He had the power to transform fantasy
into the most beautiful reality you could ever envision. As most dreamers tend to, he decided to travel
as far as he could to reach the Big Apple where,
if it was true that real love existed, he would find
it there. Sometimes, emotions eat at our thoughts
and distress our heart, sometimes they just explode
inside.
All the love for this city had taken the form
of an inner circus that the man lived with every day
of his life.
A circus with its jugglers, the fire eater with
the burnt tongue, the tightrope walkers hovering
over invisible threads, clowns with garish, grinning
faces but tears in their hearts; a dwarf with fishnet
stockings who was trying to ride a lion and a lion
that lashed his fear so that it would leap through the
circle of fire.
A show where no ticket is sold at the entrance and the old sage’s beard becomes soft cotton
candy.
A circus of fools because in New York normality does not exist.
This Big Rotten Apple that put a spell on

all of us, that Apple you can eat or lick little by little
but always ends up biting you back, and it often
happens when you would never expect.
One day, the King of the Fools told the
man to leave the Apple and it was like someone
asked him to not breathe the air anymore, like
being suffocated, as if he were taken away by the
clowns through some horrible magic trick.
The distance made him shed so many
tears, tears he did not even know he had.
Even from far away, he still has the circus
inside of him. And if you look deep in his eyes you
can also see the fire eater with the burnt tongue, the
tightrope walkers hovering over invisible threads,
the clowns, the dwarf trying to ride the lion and
the lion that lashed his fear so that it would leap
through the circle of fire.
But if you ask him to stop crying on the
outside, he will give you always the same answer.
I don’t know how to stop.
I don’t know how to stop.
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Chapter 7: Dross, Scree,
Detritus
Leanne Grabel

They were afraid of dying but
They were even more afraid
To show it.
Tim O’Brien
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Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel

Jill, Daniel and I got back to our original positions in the van. Now, however, its guts were
chewed up and spit out. Jill drove. She was sitting on the ghost of the front seat that now
consisted of springs, strings and a few strips of vinyl upholstery. Daniel sat on the floor in
what used to be the shotgun position. He clutched his bony knees as if he were a staple or
a paperclip. I sat in the back like a slab of granite. The silence in that van was as strident as
any stridency. My God. My head was throbbing.
No one was saying anything. I felt someone had to say something.
“Shit,” I said.
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At the California border, only thirty minutes away, the big-bellied American guards were
so mean to us. I expected empathy. I expected fatherly, avuncular. We got fascistic.
“Get out!” they shouted, slicing through the air with their flashlights. Get out of the van!”
They searched us and the van, top to bottom, as if we could have hidden anything in this
van that now had no seats, no pockets, no unders, no hiddens, no nothing left. Devoid
of any squirt of pathos, but finding nothing on us or in the van, the American border
guards let us go.
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Jill drove to her mother’s house. Barely thirteen hours had passed since we had last seen
her. And shared those quesadillas. Jill disappeared into the back of the house. Then
she reappeared with her mother. Jill’s mother’s voice was disarmingly soft, annoyingly
reticent. And I could feel her accusation like a flu shot. I wanted to slap her silly. Then
they both disappeared again.
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Daniel and I sat on the living room furniture without moving or talking. One of us sighed
or blew out air every minute or so. I put my head in my hands. My head was so exhausted.
I’d never thought so hard for such a sustained period of time in my life—by a long shot.
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Jill reappeared with a stack of faded blue bedsheets and a couple of pillows. Her mother
shuffled closely behind in fold-up silver slippers. They were both wearing sky-blue bathrobes.
“My mom’s going to take me to the doctor tomorrow,” Jill whispered.
“Oh,” I said in a similar whisper. “Can I come?”
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“Sorry. No,” Jill said. “She said only I’m covered on insurance. And I’m really tired. I’m
going to sleep. The couch opens into a bed. And there are more blankets in the chest
over there. One of you can sleep in the den. The couch opens up in there too.”
The sleeve of Jill’s robe rode all the way up to her elbow when she pointed. She had such
long arms. They were the opposite of mine. I always had to roll up the sleeves.
“Goodnight,” Jill said.
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“Night,” Daniel said.

Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel

I nodded.
Daniel and I stared at each other. We stared at our hands, stared at the arms of our
chairs. My legs were going crazy. An electric power grid seemed to be living within them.
“I can’t sleep,” I said.
“Are you okay?” Daniel asked. He was hugging his stomach.
I shrugged my lips.
“I’m going to the guest room,” Daniel said. “I’m beat.” Daniel shuffled away.
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Chapter 8: Alone With It

Q: What’s the ugliest part
of your body?
A: Your brain.
-Frank Zappa
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I couldn’t believe Jill and Daniel were going to sleep. There was no way. I was a disco
ball. I was hundreds of tiny sharp mirrors reflecting repulsive scenes of horror and
dismay—at once dark and blazing. I had to stay awake. I had to keep thinking. I had
to organize, rearrange, organize, categorize, strategize. I had to figure out where to put
what just happened. I had to figure out what just happened. I was still shaking. I was
tightly upholstered in residual fear. I was jerking.
I couldn’t stop jerking and shaking. It was mostly my legs. Was I ever going to stop shaking? Was I crazy? Was I definitely going to go crazy? Was I sick? Was I going to get sick?
Was I going to die? I had to think.
So I thought. I sat in that chair, that whole night in that chair. And I thought. And I
waited for my new tainted tomorrow. I envisioned it a thousand ways. It was all I could
do. My legs were flaming.
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Around four in the morning, Jill’s mother shuffled out in her sky-blue bathrobe and
fold-up silver slippers.
“No use crying over spilt milk, missy.” A little bead of spittle bubled at the left corner
of her thin, dry mouth. Her lips were stained by fifty years of applying the same
magenta shade.
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Her eyes looked like beetles. She had high, lurid nostrils. They opened their caves
whether I wanted to see them or not. I had an intense desire to slap her.
“I’m not even crying.” I wasn’t even crying.
I wanted to get back to campus so I could go to the health center so I could find out
whether I was crazy or infected or pregnant or sterile or going to die.
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Chapter 9: The Next Day

...Anyhow, in a corner,
Some untidy spot
Where the dogs go on
With their doggy life
And the torturer’s horse
Scratches its innocent behind
On a tree...
How everything turns away
Quite leisurely from the disaster
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-W.H. Auden

Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel

“I’m not going to tell my parents what happened. Not the whole story,” Daniel said
the next morning. “I’ll tell them we got robbed. That’s it.” Then he walked into the
bathroom with the phone and closed the door.
I hadn’t even considered such an enormous secret. Easily swayed, I decided not to
tell my parents either. My relationship with them certainly wasn’t that open. Not
warm and fuzzy. It never had been. I was mad at them. Almost always. For the
fighting and poking and pushing and yelling. For being so obvious about their titan
discontent. No. My parents were not what I needed at that moment.
I called home. As soon as my mother said, “Hello,” I started crying. I started making sounds I’d never made before in my life. I had absolutely no control over those
sounds. Then they formed words—an almost immediate and complete confession.
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The Life of Abdul Baari
Chika Onyenezi

A

bdul stepped into the sun of his backyard
after sniffing two lines of cocaine. He put on his Heritage jacket and left his apartment. The day was good
and he could have sworn that Allah made it good. He
looked up and breathed from the abundance of air.
The sun struck his chin. He kept staring at the sky. It
seemed as though heavenly chariots driven by angels
were coming straight toward his eyes. He shook his
head and regained consciousness. He walked to the
streetlight by the well-manicured lawn, and then took
a left towards the garage.
Abdul Baari was high as fuck. For a second,
the city skyline stood in front of him like Godzilla and
faded off immediately to mere stones and metals and
glass windows. Abdul kept himself from fading into
oblivion in his mental state. He remembered the first
day he arrived in this city. Houston. He drove all the
way from Washington, D.C. to this place. Nearly twen-
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ty hours plus.
There was no greater joy than seeing the southern sunset and dry roads and leaves and beautiful lights
that found their way straight to his soul. There was no
greater nostalgia than arriving here, and finding out
that it had that quaint taste to it, like an abandoned
theme park.
Baba wouldn’t visit a place like this frequently, and gave those lengthy talks a rich father gives to
his son that is about to go astray. Baba knew that he
did drugs, sure, but he had never caught him in the
act. Baba knew that his son was off the right path and
hadn’t been able to tell what was wrong. But all those
suspicions melted away when he witnessed his graduation from college. Baba flew in from Pakistan to be
there for the ceremony. Baba loved him and hoped
that, one day, he would be mature enough to take over
his empire in Pakistan. Baba knew that he needed him

The Life of Abdul Baari - Chika Onyenezi
to be strong yet look kindly upon
his friends and enemies. The last
summer Abdul spent in Pakistan,
Baba took him to the mountains and
personally taught him how to load
and fire an AK-47 with precision.
Baba believed in readiness, and
wanted his only son to be ready at
all times. The enemy might knock on
his door at any moment, and Baba
had many of them. Baba let him
follow Rasheed. Rasheed was Baba’s
younger brother. A high-ranking
officer in the Pakistan Military.
Whatever happened between his
son and Rasheed, Baba never asked.
And a lot happened. A lot that had
shaped Abdul to be the man he was
today. He once saw Rasheed shoot a
man point blank and the images of
that day never left his mind. Rasheed
taught him perseverance as a strategy
for survival. Rasheed always asked
him if he knew how many people
Baba had killed himself. He knew
nothing about that, yet Rasheed kept
asking him all the time. Well, he also
learned that Baba’s shoes were too
big for him to fit into. If he needed
to wear them. He wrote more music
when he came back, and played in
cafés around D.C. before Houston.
It felt as if it was his first time
here. He needed to replenish his drug
supply. He looked down the road and
saw his friend Hamzi on a scooter.
“As-salamu alaykum my
friend!” he greeted.
“ Wa - A l a i k u m - S a l a a m . ”
Hamzi greeted him and shook his
hand.
“Man, I found a video of
Banksy, and I swear it’s dope. We
should see it together,” Hamzi said.
“No problem, bring it over
this weekend.”
They patted each other’s
backs, and parted ways.
Hamzi was a banking

professional and originally from
Pakistan, too. He lived a block away
from Abdul. They had known each
other for a while now, though not
very well. But well enough to know
that they were from almost the same
village in Pakistan. Hamzi recognized
Abdul’s father, a wealthy senator from
Sindh. Hamzi recognized Abdul as
someone with much privilege to his
name, someone who went to an Ivy
League school here in America and
landed his first job easily. Unlike
Hamzi, who struggled in the U.S.
all by himself, whose parents worked
long hours in shitty jobs to help pay
for his college. Even with that aid, he
still had money to pay back to Uncle
Sam.
Houston attracted many
young professionals. The market was
booming and jobs were growing;
all the overpriced apartments were
being occupied by young men fresh
out of college and almost the best in
what they did. Not Abdul, he didn’t
care about being the best in anything.
It just happened that the job came to
him, the first job he applied to after
college. It just happened that he
wanted to make music and one day
sell a record and love and fuck.
Well, love if he could find
a girlfriend again after Martha.
Martha couldn’t take it. Martha was
from Pakistan, too. Martha let him
go because it wasn’t worth it and
told him one winter morning that it
wasn’t worth it. Abdul still called her
once in a while to tell her how much
he loved her. And she still told him
the same thing: “Stop doing drugs,
Abdul.” For Abdul, drugs weren’t just
something to do for fun or a way to
display wealth. They hid all the pain
he couldn’t let out through music. It
shielded him from too much reality
and, in this way, he could function
just fine. The last conversation they

had, she said to Abdul: “Mektub.” It
is written.
Abdul unlocked his Mercedes
S-Class and entered. He was one of
the few people who had such a car
around here. Girls in bikinis stared at
him. He paid attention to his wavy
hair in the mirror once again; it was
just like Elvis would have left his. He
turned to the girls, waved at them
and said, “Maybe we should all go
grab a drink sometime, yeah?”
The girls giggled. They
looked at him and wondered which
of them he was talking to. They got
into their car and drove off. Abdul
touched his hair one more time
while seeing it through the rearview
mirror, and soon drove off. He
headed towards Katy Freeway to an
underground gambling house.
*****
It was an empty lot with a
small house nearby. Abdul parked by
the road to check it out. He looked at
the address to make sure that he was
in the right place. He wasn’t afraid or
anything. Navigating spaces like this
had never been his problem. Chaos
to him was familiar. Boys patrolled
the street in BMC bicycles without
their shirts on. Abdul kept his cool
and walked to the door. He knocked.
Someone peeped through a slit. Dark
skin and a dark pair of eyes. The
door opened.
“Indigo,” Abdul repeated the
password his contact had given him.
Abdul walked through a red-colored
passageway with a big fellow in front
of him; he had a pistol tucked into his
back. Abdul thought about grabbing
the pistol and shooting everyone dead
if he had to. The bloody scenery
played out in his mind like flashes
in a movie. He knew he wouldn’t
have to. He knew how to behave in
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a place like this. He knew that the
golden rule was: see nothing and say
nothing. Keep your head straight and
avoid eye contact. Especially when
they are not looking at you.
They found themselves
underground and he thought about
how much time it must have taken
them to create such a place. How
much dedication they needed to run
such a ring successfully, for years.
Men in clean suits were at the tables
betting. A lot. It appeared they only
catered to high-end clientele. The
secret of their trade was that the rich
talk less. The rich snitched less. The
rich could store bags of cocaine in
their neighborhood without anyone
noticing or hearing about it. That
was why only selected people were
allowed into the place. He sat at a
poker table and took a thousand
dollars’ worth of chips while he
waited to see the dealer. He neither
talked nor exchanged pleasantries
with his fellow gamblers. They just
nodded, smirked and eyed each
other. He lost the money on a bad
hand. Soon, the big guy notified him
that his boss was ready.
He walked through the door
and found the boss seated. The boss
stood up to greet him.
“Hey, my man, welcome to
my city. We got you covered my G,”
the boss said.
They shook hands.
“Solid recommendation,”
Abdul said as he smiled. He gently
studied the boss. Probably in his
late thirties, well-manicured and all
business.
“Yes, we keep it clean here
my man. No rats. No shits,” the boss
said.
“I get it brother, I get it.”
Abdul fumbled in his pocket
and produced a few bills running
into the hundreds and handed them
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over to him. The boss fumbled in
his drawer and brought out a bag of
coke in a Gucci bag and handed it
to him. They shook hands again, and
the deal was done.
Abdul was walking down
the corridor when he heard gunshots
reverberate through the hall.
Soon, blood was trickling out from
underneath a door. He walked faster
down the corridor contemplating
what had just happened, recounting
the event to himself, hearing the
sound of a gunshot, again and again
in his head. He ran outside, his car
was still safe. He entered, shoved the
drugs into his glove compartment
and drove off.
On the highway, he thought
about the incident again, if he
had been a witness to murder or
something. The sound of a gunshot
repeatedly played in his head like a
looped tape. He wondered why no
one followed him out of the building.
Maybe once the code was confirmed,
there wasn’t any need for that. The
cartel was a well-known one and
ran underground houses all across
America. He knew their den in D.C.,
too. It was the boss running the ring
in D.C. that gave him the code to
access the one in Houston. He was
thinking too much. He took a pinch
of cocaine in his thumb and rubbed
it around his gum. He felt good.
That bloody image disappeared
from his head. He felt free of all that
burden. He kept a steady hand on
the highway, took a cigarette and lit
it.
Soon, he took a turn towards
downtown and headed for Bidders
Café. It was almost time for his gig,
and he was running late. He signed
up to sing there and earn a few bucks.
Earning that money from his art gave
him hope. He avoided spending it,
no matter how little. Maybe one day,

he would show Baba how much art
meant to him and how much he had
made from it.
There were people outside
of the café when he pulled in. He
rushed to get his guitar out of the
trunk. He stringed it. Tuned it.
Stringed it. Tuned it. Until it hit all
the right notes. When he walked into
the café, there were people already
seated. Waiting for the artist to arrive.
People stared at him. People stared
at his strange aesthetic: straight-cut
pants with loafers. They could tell
he wasn’t from here. He couldn’t
care less about all that. For him, the
art must stand apart from all things.
The art comes first. Then the artist.
He stepped on the red carpeted stage
and plugged his guitar in. He put his
mouth up to the mic and apologized,
“Sorry for being late, I was held up
on the highway.”
People smiled. The owner of
the café waved at him and bowed as
a sign that he was forgiven. He began
to sing. His voice tapped deeply
into melancholy, into pain, into his
childhood. Deep into all the life and
all the death he had seen. Deep into
all the evil he had witnessed. He sang
from the depths of his mind and
heart, from the forgotten corners of
his imagination. The crowd watched.
The song was titled, fittingly, “The
Depth of My Mind,” which he wrote
after he lost his last girlfriend.
If love had a replay button,
if saying sorry was simple, if asking
for forgiveness was easy, if changing
himself was without sacrifice, he
would have done it. But even still,
the world was against them—his
parents were Shia and hers Sunni.
Oil and water don’t mix, as they
say. He thought of the first day they
met as he continued to sing. Abdul
Baari wasn’t just a singer, he was a
performer, and his body carried the
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weight of the pain he sang about.
Upon finishing his set, he got a
standing ovation from the small, but
dedicated audience.
When he got off that stage,
he was sweating, and feeling good.
People walked up to him and greeted
him. People wanted to take pictures
with him. People wanted to talk to
him, get to know him and all that.
He sat down by the window drinking

“Oh, so sorry,” she said.
“It’s not your fault,” Abdul
said, beaming.
She tried to pick up the
broken pieces by herself, but Abdul
helped as well.
“I’m Abdul.”
“Fiona.”
“Nice to meet you Fiona.”
His hand touched hers as they picked
up the same ceramic shard. “How

the guitar into his backseat and drove
to a bar to wait for her text.
He bought a couple of shots
and knocked them back without
hesitation. He stared at his phone
in anticipation, sending messages
to all his friends on WhatsApp. It
was getting late, yet he stayed there.
Night, yet he stayed there. He had
faith that she would call. Something
in him strongly believed so. Girls

a complementary coffee. He touched
his hair again. A waitress walked
past him. He turned and looked at
her. She looked at him. Something
in him leaped. He felt like his soul
was telling him: this is the one. Indeed,
she looked like the one. And even in
her uniform, she was beautiful, her
brunette hair shining like a river in
the sun. Abdul didn’t know how to
get her attention or talk to her, so
he knocked over his own coffee. It
shattered immediately on contact
with the floor. She ran towards him.

about a drink tonight? I’m buying.”
Her face colored. “We’ll
see.”
Abdul took out his business
card and gave it to her. She tucked
it into her apron and left with the
remains of the mug tucked into
a cloth napkin. Abdul walked out
smiling. He was happy to have
spoken to her. Happy that even if she
didn’t contact him, he tried. Happy
that she was the most beautiful girl he
had met since his ex. He felt a sudden
joy emerge from within him. He put

giggled beside him and waved at him.
He waved back and bought them
drinks. He never went over to their
table, even though he wanted to. The
thought of Fiona filled his head. The
thought of her beauty blinded him
against whatever person or object
sought his attention.
He suddenly flashed to the
murder at the drug dealer’s place,
and wondered if he left a clue or
something that could tip someone
off to him being there. Maybe some
telltale item the police would pick

“Abdul knew he was
a coward and too
afraid to face life without a financial cushion.”
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up and be able to use against him. He
thought about a lawyer who had once
helped him get out of a marijuana
possession charge in D.C. His father
had hired the best and could afford to
hire the best anytime, anywhere.
He began to reminisce about
his cousin’s wedding. The one they
had all attended last year in Pakistan.
He remembered how they danced
and held each other’s shoulders.
They danced around a burning
fire in his father’s compound. They
raised their arms and legs and recited
a song they had practiced over and
over. They clapped their hands,
and a fire burned in their soul. He
imagined Fiona in a sari, dancing on
her wedding day. Their wedding day.
He imagined the two of them happy,
and him himself leaping with joy.
His phone rang, interrupting
this reverie. He picked it up, and a
soft voice came on line.
“Where are you?” she asked.
He didn’t give her his
location, instead offering, “I’ll come
pick you up.”
“Come to the café, stop a
block away.”
“On my way now.” And just
like that, it was beginning.
Abdul paid for the drinks,
waved at the women he had bought a
round for and left. He ran to his car
and drove off.
That night, he took Fiona to
a restaurant downtown and had the
time of his life. She drank as much
as he did. The way they laughed
and looked at each other, it was as
if they had known each other for
months, even years. It was as if they
understood each other’s pain. Their
eye met, again and again. Fiona told
him about herself, what she loved
what she hated, her loves gone wrong
and a lot about growing up in a little
southern town. Houston was kind to
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her. Houston brought all sorts of new
and exciting things into her life. She
loved it here. And now, Houston was
giving her something she never could
have expected after all the trauma
she had been through: someone to
fall in love with.
That night, he sang for her
while standing on a table. Everyone
watched. He was wild and free. Their
drunken bodies laughed and loved.
They drove around town; by a lake,
they stopped and smoked the best
weed she had had in a long while.
The world was pure and beautiful.
The world was golden.
When she got home that
night, she felt new. She sat on the
edge of her window and stared at
the moon. A boy from Pakistan.
Handsome, everything she could
ever want. Not to mention rich.
She hadn’t been with anyone who
could spend money like that, without
measuring its value. She imagined
meeting his parents. She imagined
them accepting her. A small-town
girl. A simple farmer’s daughter. She
smiled at the thought
Two days later, they made
love on a large bed in the middle of
his room and kissed endlessly. After
that, they smoked some of his weed
again and sat on the edge of the bed,
embracing and taking in the scent
of one another. Abdul closed his
eyes and said without artifice: “I love
you.”
She looked at him, the
heaviness in his eyes and the words
were just the same, they were sincere.
“I love you too.”
Abdul walked over to the
radio and played “Tous Les Mêmes”
by Stromae on YouTube. She laughed
when she heard it. She laughed and
smiled at the strangest voice she might
have ever heard. She laughed at the
double life of Stromae in the video.

She laughed and said she loved it and
never knew that French people made
better music than Americans.
Abdul lived in Paris for a
while and was there when Kanye
West and Jay-Z performed “Niggas
in Paris.” That was the greatest show
he ever witnessed, and ever since
then he had played it at least once a
week. He made it the next song on
the playlist. Enjoying one another’s
presence, it came to Abdul that their
love was somehow built on a solid
base of fate. Just fate.
Soon, they decided that
they wanted to see each other every
morning when they woke up and
moved in together. There were a lot
of things to figure out between them,
but they would in due time. They had
so much time. Life was a series of
slow movements, and between them,
it magnified.
*****
Hamzi came over early one
morning with beer and Banksy’s
uncensored tape. He knocked on
Abdul’s door, only for Fiona to open
the it. She was wearing lace lingerie.
“Come in, Abdul told me
that you were coming,” she said,
never losing her friendly demeanor.
“And you must be Fiona, the
one that stole his heart?” he asked.
“He told you already?” she
asked.
“Oh yes, you know he is
passionate about whatever he is
doing,” Hamzi said and went straight
to the chair beside Abdul’s guitar and
sat down. He decided to play a song
on the stereo. He picked Miguel’s
“Do You...” As the lyric, “But do you
like drugs, do you like drugs? Yeah,
well me too, me too, me too babe,”
boomed over the speakers, Abdul
appeared in his pajamas.
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“Brother, welcome, make
yourself at home. Drinks are in the
fridge, kill yourself, man,” he said
and smiled.
He had the same energy
Hamzi had always known him to
possess. The same vigor and charm
and loudness. Hamzi thought his
world was perfect, without a care in
the world. He had never seen him
complain about anything, but he
knew he must carry his heaviness
inside of him, especially when he was
high. Or maybe when he played his
melancholic songs.
“Man let’s watch that video.
Fiona, you can join us,” Hamzi said,
moving around freely, as if it was his
own house too.
He fixed himself a drink.
Abdul set out some lines on the table
and sniffed. Hamzi snorted one too.
Fiona never did cocaine. She rolled
a joint and began to smoke. She kept
looking at him while getting high.
She kept wondering why she loved
him so much. No, he wasn’t crazy. He
kept his cool. But, there was a part of
him she couldn’t touch or access .For
a split second, she wondered how this
was going to last, and for how long.
Yet, she advised herself not to be
negative, and that it was okay to go
with the flow of life. It was fine. She
told herself that his kindness would
always be there in the end, and that
was all that mattered to her. She was
sure of that.
On their TV, the origin of
Banksy’s graffiti was being narrated.
They kept trying to demystify the
man behind the mask. Banksy in
the West Bank. Banksy in the U.K.
Banksy in France. The question of
the true identity of this elusive artist
comes across as forever unknowable.
But never the question of her love for
Abdul. She looked at him and knew
the answer was in her gaze. She loved

him.

Days passed and their love
persisted. Days passed and their love
burned brighter and brighter. Days
passed and they did all the things one
could do in the city. They walked in
a park at night. They kissed at the
beach in Galveston. Hiked. Camped.
Swam in little lakes and broke a
beehive at night. Abdul was always
high and alive.
*****
It was a dull evening, and
everything around him seemed
oppressive all of a sudden. He came
back home with a morose air. First,
he tried to hide it when he walked
into the house, but the fake smile
on his face failed him. It told how
worried he was. Abdul couldn’t take
it, so he snorted line after line to cope.
Fiona watched him. It was getting
excessive. Fiona became afraid and
approached him.
“What is wrong with you?”
she asked. He didn’t talk. It was her
first time seeing him in such a mood.
“Please talk to me,” she
begged him.
Abdul threw down his work
clothes, walked up to her and held
her tightly in his arms. She hugged
him back. Tears spilled from her
eyes. She knew that it was about her,
somehow. She knew that. She could
feel it. She had always felt it when
people thought she wasn’t good
enough.
“I’ve been fired from work,”
Abdul said.
“Why?” she asked.
“I think they got tired of
me. Father found this job for me
somehow. They told me today that it
was because of him that I was given
the job in the first place. Losing it
means a lot. A lot of changes,” he

said.

“I’m really sorry. I wish there
was something I could do to help
right now or to make you feel better,”
she lamented.
She wanted to tell him to
quit drugs and face reality, but she
stopped herself. She felt it wasn’t her
place to tell him how to live his life,
yet, it killed her inside to know that
he was suffering. She hugged him
tightly and led him to the bed. She
kept him on her lap and caressed his
head.
“This means that I have to
return to D.C. This means that I am
going back to my family in D.C.,” he
declared.
“And...?” she wanted to ask
And what happens to us, but the question
stuck in her throat.
“And…I will make sure that
the rent here is covered for three
months, then I will come for you. I
can’t take you home. My sister lives
there. My parents come around
sometimes. I need to properly
introduce you to them. And that
will take a long time. They are very
particular about culture, you know. I
told you all this,” he said.
“I know. I understand. I will
stay here and wait. I will stay here
until you come back. I will stay here
because I know you are a good man,
and even if anything happens, I will
forgive you.”
That evening, when he got
up from her embrace, he went into
the living room and began to write
a folk-inspired song. Songs meant
everything to him. He wanted to
put it all down, things he couldn’t
say to her. Writing a song from that
deep, dark place in his heart. He
was indeed talented, and Fiona saw.
Fiona thought that he should pursue
music.
“Why don’t you focus on
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music?” she tried.
“Baba wants me to be
someone decent. Someone who can
handle his businesses. That’s why
I studied economics. But every day,
when I look at myself, I know that I
cannot fulfill any of his dreams. That
is the biggest burden that I carry, and
that’s why I started doing drugs in
the first place. What I want to be and
what Baba wants me to be can never
coincide.”
“Why
don’t
we
run
away, start a simple life? You’re
hardworking and so am I. Why don’t
we stay together and figure it out?”
Abdul wasn’t just afraid of
disappointing his father, he was also
afraid of living becoming a low-life.
He was afraid of not having enough
money to support his addiction. No
matter how she wanted to look at it,
he needed Baba’s money now more
than ever, and if possible, forever. Or
maybe, one day he would become a
star and call his own shots. But for
now, Baba called the shots. Abdul
knew he was a coward and too
afraid to face life without a financial
cushion. He had taken risks in life,
but within those risks the potential
of dying a pauper would never be a
consequence.
That night, it was confirmed
with his family that he would return
to Washington, D.C. and later come
back for Fiona. So it was that one
morning shortly after, he kissed her
goodbye, and left.
******
Fiona continued to live in
the apartment alone. Sometimes
she had her friends over. Sometimes
Hamzi came around. She later found
out that Hamzi was gay. Hamzi
comforted her when Abdul stopped
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calling or sending text messages
or responding to her calls. It just
happened. She knew something was
wrong with Abdul when he stopped
communicating.
It took three months for her
to realize that he wasn’t coming back.
The apartment became increasingly
soaked in sorrow with each passing
day. She hated herself. She hated
her hastiness in wanting to leave.
She thought she could have waited
to figure him out. But only a coward
would abandon her there.
Soon, she moved out of the
apartment and into a friend’s place.
Broken. But stronger. She was still
the same farm girl. She still looked
forward to whatever life had to offer
her. She still hoped he would one day
come back. But she moved on with
her life.
In D.C., Abdul nearly went
mad and was taken to a rehab.
Baba swore to keep him clean.
This happened two months after he
returned home, and that was why
he couldn’t call or send messages.
Because he had no power over that.
Baba made sure that no one knew
about it apart from select family
members. Each day at rehab, he
woke up in agony, feeling nothing
but regret. He sweated for days
and still felt like dying. The only
thing coming into his head with any
clarity was Fiona. Fiona. Each day
he woke up, looked out the window
and stared at a pine tree. A lone pine
tree. Sometimes, it seemed as though
the pine was taller. Sometimes, it
appeared shorter. Sometimes, it
seemed as if Fiona was dancing atop
the tree in a sari. Sometimes, he had
dreadful dreams about his father
chasing him with an AK-47.
He wasn’t allowed to make
calls or communicate with the outside
world. Baba made sure of that.

Living became evermore painful. His
therapist said that old things must
pass away for him to have a new
day. His motto because: one day at a
time. Everything that reminded him
of drugs, all his memories around
drugs must be wiped out, including
memories of his ex-lovers.
Fiona doesn’t deserve this, he
thought to himself.
Fiona should have gotten better.
Of this he was sure. But
here, Abdul Baari had no power,
neither to set himself free nor to love.
Each day, he kept staring at a pine
tree, thinking, laughing and smiling.
All the images of what Abdul Baari
could have been played before him,
over and over.
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The Day After the Night John
Lennon Died
Joel Allegretti
6:30 a.m., December 9, 1980,
post-Feast of the Immaculate
Conception, and my bedroom radio
is tuned to WNEW-FM, 102.7,
“Where Rock Lives,” but there’s
no “Pump It Up,” no “tramps like us,”
no “Ziggy played guitar.” It’s caller
after caller and shock and distress,
and I’m immobile in my chair
because I’m just finding out,
and Some Time in New York City
doesn’t seem so bad anymore.
7:45 a.m. The New York Times
on the N.J. Turnpike hour bus ride
to the Big Apple, and I’m thumbing
through the business pages because
it’s what they’ll ask about at work
and not how many times I heard
“Nowhere Man” today, and I begin
thinking maybe Two Virgins
deserves a second listen.
9 a.m. – 6 p.m. Manhattan is turned
into a 22.8-square-mile mortuary, and
a million figurative heads are bowed,
and can the sky be in mourning, too?
I wonder how we measure our grief
and imagine that everybody I see,
even the socialite in the mink coat
leaving the Russian Tea Room
and the elderly man in the brown
three-piece suit waiting for the light
at West 57th Street and 8th Avenue,
is playing “Give Peace a Chance”
on permanent mental repeat.
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The Country of the Dead
Martin Ott
Is difficult to see. It looks like the living but looks can deceive. Its flag waves in bad weather but
we can’t agree what it means. The symbols are celestial but its home is red weave. Not the burn
of the sunset or the blood of the grieved. The pride of its people is stirred by belief. The legends
passed down are burdens indeed. The land that is yours belongs to the sea. The wind has no
convictions: it sweeps away greed. The end days hide promises cut into trees. We learn the
lesson of storms and the unraveling of we.
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Eleventh Hour
Joan McNerney
Wrapped in darkness we can
no longer deceive ourselves.
Our smiling masks float away.
We snake here, there
from one side to another.
How many times do we rip off
blankets only to claw more on?
Listening to zzzzzz of traffic,
mumble of freight trains, fog horns.
Listening to wheezing,
feeling muscles throb.
How can we find comfort?
Say same word over and over
again again falling falling to sleep.
I will stop measuring what was lost.
I will become brave.
Let slumber come covering me.
Let my mouth droop, fingers tingle.
Wishing something cool…soft…sweet.
Now I will curl like a fetus
gathering into myself
hoping to awake newly born.
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In the spectrum of diminished
expectations
Richard Weaver
you sit in full sun staring into the blue-green
earth’s watery eye. On autonomic pilot. Caught
between apathy and mutism. Fight or flight
are no longer options your brain entertains.
What might have been a best course, an action,
a response to perceived danger is now frozen.
Not catatonic, but motionless, as if posing
24 hours for Picasso. If your brain still sifts
information to analyze, you are the last to know.
Numb is the word, the single word echoed
by the limbic system to the body’s autonomic
nervous system. Echoed as future pain,
as a warning of what must come and will be.
But existing, surviving in an altered state,
a consciousness lost entirely to memory.
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Lost Words
Ann Christine Tabaka
Fallow words entombed on the bottom of
a stagnant pool, trapped in silted sediment.
Hope lost forever in a whirlpool of undying conflict.
One, two, three...
losing count I start again.
Blue street signs point the way
to empty opportunities, promises
never made, much less broken.
Sometimes giving up is easier
than drowning in the truth.
Vague emotions churning up
vile conclusions, as failure looms
overhead like the harbinger of
doom.
Once again, the answer is NO, but
what was the question to begin with?
Dredging up the words, trying to
resurrect
the vision, and paint it with new
potential. Unsure if the colossal
effort
is worthwhile. Four, five, six...
or in actuality, was that sixty?
Always searching for that shiny
prize,
sparkling like so many bits of broken
glass shattered on the sidewalk of
our existence. Stepping carefully
as to not be bloodied by the glittery
aspirations along the path of lost
words.
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Rapture in Synesthesia
(in the Borghese Gallery)
Michael Berton
Bernini’s handshapes
emote Persephone’s despair
of virginal escapades
ruffled gown thrust down
around bust clutches
up around thighs squeezed
to soft marble indentation
brawny Pluto carrying
the incandescent exotic
white model of heaven
in felony’s grasp
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Americans on Holiday
Donovan James
Stomping atop cobblestone streets,
Capturing a filament of existence,
In a photograph,
Americans meander down
Thin and weathered
Cities like tattered scarves,
Rivulets connect spats
Of old colony architecture,
Past dens emanating a musk
Of fried cheese,
The dim hum of tortillas smacking
Against stone,
Exuberant cathedrals drenched
In vibrant colors,
Lively merchant booths house
Plump women politely offering
Hand-carved pottery,
And the ancient masks
Of Spanish gods.
Kids whizz past, the melody
Of laughter floating
Past wanderlust crows,
Careening upwards,
While statuesque old men
Perch upon canes,
Locals curiously observe
The odd sight of three
American men traveling,
Alone, out of season,
We flicker from one immediate interest
To another,
We are boys again,
Dancing along,
The broken arrow
Of time.
The earth breathes,
Thick white fumes from soil,
Humid dew stirs
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Americans from an ethanol steeped
Slumber, the automobile whirs
Into gear, flings Americans down hills
Alongside wild horses roaming thick
Swaths of jungle, bubbling over
Cresting hills to a hazy horizon.
Grumpy chickens bark arguments
Over imposing tourists,
Oblivious hogs munch grass,
While mangy dogs cope,
With past lives
Of abuse,
Timidly rubbing noses,
Near tourists,
For food.
Voluptuous waitresses effuse
Kindness, caress well-intentioned
Broken english,
And bestow decadent meals
Of hearty grains, stewy beans,
And succulent fish to sop up
A heathenesque mix of tequila and beer.
Americans on holiday,
Stumble down streets at dusk
Where the moon and night’s kiss
Reveals a hidden caste;
The present’s incarnation of
A hundred thousand years of thankless sacrifice,
Young women rearing children,
Birthing the seeds of every civilization,
Hoping to weather the storms of ideology,
The cacophonic winds of misogyny,
Sisyphean attempts to nurture,
A better world
Into being.
While men idle in alleyway stoops,
Warm beer pooling in bellies,
Hazy minds reside
In the stubborn canyons of tradition,
Charging privilege and wanton
Ecological destruction,
To future generations.
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Endless bottles of beer quell
Existential angst, flickering
Thoughts of imperialism—
Reagan and the Sandinistas—
The lives of locals distilled
Into textbook paragraphs,
Making tourism a question of ethics;
We glimpse only slivers
Of the lives of others,
Random collisions where we confirm biases
Of kindness or cynicism,
Where we either,
Strengthen the stubbornness of grand assumptions,
Or rekindle that youthful mantra of humility:
We are certain of so very little,
All of us,
A tender fillet of vulnerability,
A fleeting cascade of strangers,
Where the spark of connection bursts
Over a joke,
A smile,
All space between us,
Perceptions and grievances,
Gone.
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When Lithium Stops Working
Domenic Scopa
The sounds that highways make
speak mostly to desperate hitchhikers.
The sky is screaming,
and you are somewhere, waiting,
plotting your night. Maybe you’ll go drink
yourself to death–
I, myself, was fifteen when I murdered,
and if someone questions, say I’m still searching
for advice on where to stash a body.
The car windows are luminous and warm,
but I’m in the murky aquarium of my mind,
afraid, again, palms pressed to glass, I’m cornered.
Go away, I say. You laugh and lean a little closer.
I don’t want you here, but you don’t listen to me
and never will. What else can we do?
Sitting, side by side, in a car we’ve driven many miles.
In the deranged humidity.
In the woodpecker’s persistence.
Our relationship a lily pad on the surface
of a river nobody sails anymore.
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From the Gallery
Timothy Robbins
In this Caillebotte, the crewcut on the right,
nearest the wine, is not frozen mid-utterance. He makes
his proposition and is rebuffed.
He points out an unscraped spot and the gruff center snaps
at him. The left, oblivious,
inwardly recites Marxist slogans to the rhythm of his
scraper. I’m entranced by sweat, cologne,
wood curls and torso shadows cast onto white reflections.
I accept the superficial resemblance to
Golgotha. With me this day in paradise, courting splinters.
Here hangs a depiction of cardiac arrest’s unwelcome
illumination. Here’s the sound of distant
vuvuzela. Here buildings implode (not to make space for
replacements) while the concept
of gift dawns on a child’s face too late, and an old nurse
pulls tissue after tissue from a box, trying
to find just the right one. The next room is for abstracts. The
left panel of a triptych means at every moment
every country is losing its soul. The middle panel says the
soul isn’t real. The right says
though it is impermanent it can never be lost. A huge tapestry
contends that thought is simultaneously a
weaving and a pulling at threads. The audio tour explains:
we are looking for eternal shade we shared
on a sweltering day, an unkind omission we were proud
and ashamed of. If not certainty, at least
its sensation. In an especially dim room there are surrealist
collages showing the End Days
when judges queue up dressed as Rockettes I’m afraid to
walk past lest they kick my head from its pedestal. There’s
a big wheel like the one from The Price is Right sectioned off
with all the places I’ve ever stepped. I pull down like a
bell-ringer and watch the wheel gradually click still. I don’t
recognize the prize.
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Wrong Time...Oh Well
Alex Feldman
Crying like the desert
They say our city is washed up
Due to my ever-present bad luck mixed with poor timing
I will watch New York’s cultural resurgence from a wheelchair
On a TV screen
Through aged eyes
My heart trapped in my skin
So now New York is not about its scene
It must be about the people
People on slow moving walkways
The people with their eyes sewn shut
The suit people
The people who live where the artists can no longer afford to live
In the future I will sit in that wheelchair with a bald head,
Scars, and possible man tits
I’ll need to have had someone,
That will have made me feel
Worth while
Without that I fear
I will have fallen out of love
With this city
Full of templates,
Outrage,
Cars and planes
McEwan was right “…airliners look different in the sky these days, predatory or doomed”
Yet I will say,
piss always smells better on Bleecker Street
In the city there is always a short-term fix for the lonely
And ugly girls get their nails done too
As my peers are wide awake
This very moment
The sun rises and they get dressed for their impressive jobs
They
Text their future wives with an already full stomach thanks to an efficient breakfast
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All while chatting in a group text about the upcoming date they will get drunk in the town
of their alma mater
The men, delightfully excited for the next time they get to wear a cummerbund
I will just be curling up in bed
Pulling my sheets around me tight
Wishing I had a record player
Ever so sure that I would give up a year of my life
for one night at CBGB in the seventies,
convincing myself that I am not alone
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Hey Joe
Marissa J. McCants
Hendrix melted into the background,
while we went to bed. Somehow iTunes filled chamber
with smoky voice of ghost. My red haired wig and Forest Gump Jenny
sunglasses over face, moving erratically, fell
as you pumped into me from behind.
Your hairy large hands on my emerald-green, velvet maxi dress
with a split for dancing.
You anchored to the brown leather belt
that matched my boots, lifting emerald-green velvet split.
People said I looked so 70s chic for Halloween party.
Beer to vodka to lines, me and you in this room
that belongs to older bachelor who led us upstairs, well,
told you about this room when he saw himself, maybe, in your eyes,
when I couldn’t stop slurring words, when “No” came out
after panties were down, and your sex was sexing
the soft folds I told myself were safe tonight
around people I knew.
People wonder why I tear up at rock and roll—
Hendrix, Bob Dylan, Led Zeppelin. Glorious music tainted
to me, because it reminds me of the first time
I wanted to swallow a bullet. Chills ignite up my arms,
I rock myself when the guitar rift
from “Hey Joe” plays. I want to dive into traffic,
but usually dive into bathroom to cry or vomit,
though it’s been three years. Why can’t an old song die?
Every November first, sourness fills my mouth,
no matter how many glasses of alcohol, it won’t erase.
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Handsome Silver Fox
Marissa J. McCants
Heated, small, brilliant touching of mouths,
enough to get me nude, lie on my back
for next evening phone sex.
You kissed me one November night in Paris.
Cigarette smoke drifted from finger tips,
through hair, down the block, around the corner
as four pairs of eyes gathered outside a bar,
you only looking into mine.
Your beer alongside my rosé inside, amongst new friends
I thought you handsome, pioneer-like with withered but attractive face.
The women born in your century had a mingled conversation of exhales
around us.
Anytime spent in the glare coming from under your eyelashes,
black wings of a raven cutting a blue sky,
leading to your warm hands grabbing my waist,
as tipsy blonde licked her words carefully. She looked at me like
she might be into shes, while I stared at her, kept a conversation going,
I could feel your nickel eyes, over right shoulder, down my thighs.
How young you thought me, how fragile a moment
when alcohol only lets you remember so much.
A prism of hellos, clinked glasses, spilled wine, and laughter,
then a quick question, “Come out for a smoke?”
I never smoke, but I lit up without coughing
just outside the peeking scope of windows
with people we knew on the other side of glass
too drunk to notice joint departure.
Another tried to use his eyes on me too,
but he too drunk to, and the short guy who looked twenty
said he was forty-five…oh the stillness of black skin,
how it holds time in a cupboard white skin doesn’t have,
so creases on your neck, around the eye,
country line dance across your forehead…none of it stopped
your pursuit. After they walked and cabbed away,
you stood square to me
asked one more question
“Let me kiss you?” A pause…while I thought
How old is he, where will this go,
am I just the brown thang he expects to fuck tonight?
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View From a Stopped Train
Matthew Peluso
Stopped.
Somewhere between Elizabeth and Newark on the Trenton-New York line
Rusted and bowed chain-link fence catches the track-side refuse like a net
Graffiti-covered “Carnival Cruise Line” shipping containers stacked like large metal Legos
Offer no hope of sun, sand or warmth in southern destinations
Dilapidated building after dilapidated building - the skeletons of industry long-since dead
A tableau fit for a maudlin Springsteen song
Except for one red brick house with a clean, kept yard
Incongruous.
An older African American man on the porch in a rocker facing the train
How many trains has he watched pass by?
Thousands of faces briefly glimpsed
Bet he’s lived in that house for decades
Bet he’s stayed long after his neighbors left
Bet he’s fought in a war
Bet he’d share his dinner with you
Bet he’s got a quick, easy smile
Bet he’s quality in every sense
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Tommy Wiseau: A Jay Gatsby Figure to Greg
Sestero’s Nick Carraway
Genna Rivieccio

J

us as New York possesses a “quality of
distortion” for narrator Nick Carraway in The Great
Gatsby, so, too, does Los Angeles in Greg Sestero’s
memoir of making The Room with Tommy Wiseau,
mincing no words with the title The Disaster Artist.
In both respects, these more “subdued,” “sidelined”
narrators (permitted more room, as it were, for
greater objectivity in being eclipsed by the largerthan-life personalities of their respective friends)
find themselves constantly managing the unexpected
debris of a mysteriously wealthy man who has been
deeply hurt by a woman somewhere down the line.
Like Wiseau, Gatsby inhabits his own planet
on West Egg, a symbol of being new to wealth and

therefore, often times, a hub for the nouveau riche,
bombastically putting their over the top stylings on
display. Playing into the stereotype is Gatsby with his
lavish parties thrown every week for the sole purpose,
we soon learn, of impressing Daisy Buchanan, who
lives across the way in the “old money” territory
called East Egg (code for Port Washington for you
non-Long Island savvy types) with her husband,
Tom.
Speaking to the belief in one’s own planet,
an entire chapter in The Disaster Artist—rife with
beautiful similes and metaphors in its co-writing
with journalist Tom Bissell—is called “Tommy’s
Planet,” and commences with a quote from one
of the primary movies that Sestero used to watch
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with Wiseau, The Talented Mr. Ripley
(because God knows Wiseau wasn’t
going to read Patricia Highsmith’s
book). The same quote wielded
applies to Jay Gatsby in terms of his
need for denial in order to function
in the world he’s manufactured for
himself: “He has so many realities—

it), Sestero sees his unbridled passion
and boldness as qualities he would
love nothing more than to emulate.
Yet the closer Carraway
and Sestero become to Gatsby and
Wiseau—increasingly gaining their
trust—the more they unearth a
deeply toubled, complex soul, driven

conditions anymore—a combination
of fate and money collude to keep it
going.
It is the unprecedented
hijinks of the production of The Room
that grant Sestero ample opportunity
for analogy in descriptions that can
only vaguely re-create the insanity,

“Unable to light the world on
fire themselves, Carraway and
Sestero watch more ostentatious men carry out their lives
with the boldness they never
had the courage to.”
and he believes them all.” Because
to allow even the slightest crack in
the carefully cultivated veneer would
mean to admit to some more objective
reality. And in both men’s case,
survival, in addition to the pursuit of
their dreams, is contingent upon a
self-made planet on which they can
wield their inhabitants as puppets via
financial motivation.
It is, indeed, with the fortified
confidence that money tends to lend
most Americans (and nebulously
European turned Americans) that
Gatsby and Wiseau become sources
of unlikely inspiration to their
meeker counterparts. While everyone
else in Sestero’s acting class looks
upon Wiseau as a kook designed
for comedic relief (rather the way
Gatsby is viewed, come to think of

by arcane motives that perhaps even
they can’t admit to themselves. Where
Gatsby’s sole dream is to win Daisy
over with his wealth, Wiseau’s is to
be a movie star respected in the vein
of Marlon Brando and James Dean.
Each man’s goal is so incongruous
that it’s painful to watch them attempt
to achieve it. At the same time, it’s
too enthralling not to observe as it all
unfolds. As Carraway says of Gatsby,
“His dream must have seemed so
close he could hardly fail to grasp it.
He did not know that it was already
behind him,” so it goes for Wiseau
with having any chance of The Room
being taken seriously. Yet every time
his dream is on the verge of falling
through—as is almost the case when
two directors of photography quit
because they can’t take the working

such as, “[Costume designer]
Safowa scrambled to throw together
our costumes, presenting me with
an all-denim getup complete with
cowboy boots that made me look like
a rejected concept drawing of the
Marlboro man.” On two students
practicing a scene in their class with
Jean Shelton in San Francisco, Sestero
remarks, “They were in growing
danger of raising Samuel Beckett
from the dead and compelling him
to stomp through San Francisco like
Godzilla.” Carraway’s descriptions
of a truth stranger than fiction,
likewise, are encapsulated in both his
delineation of Gatsby and the paties
he throws. Much the way Sestero is
initially riveted by Wiseau, so it goes
that Carraway similarly recounts of
Gatsby’s inexplicable charisma, “It
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was one of those rare smiles with a
quality of eternal reassurance that
one may come across four or five
times in life. It faced, or seemed to
face, the whole external world for
an instant and then concentrated on
you with an irresistible prejudice in
your favor. It understood you just as
far as you wanted to be understood,
believed in you as you would like to
believe in yourself.”
This aura of belief in the
possible—conviction in the proverbial
underdog’s ability to triumph—
radiates from Gatsby to Carraway
as it does from Wiseau to Sestero.
For as Sestero states numerous times
throughout the course of The Disaster
Artist, he never would have gathered
the chutzpah to move to L.A. from
Walnut Creek had it not been for
Wiseau’s earnest and enthusiastic
encouragement of his dream: “He
made me realize that doing such
things was the whole point of being
young. This was not an attitude that
came easily to me, but I could say or
do anything around Tommy and he
wouldn’t judge me... Around Tommy
I could be who I wanted to be—and
to me that felt like freedom.”
Wiseau and Gatsby’s gift for
instilling a touch of fearlessness in
others is rooted in their deep love
of the American dream, one of the
greatest archetypes for what it means
to have tenacity. Its other byproduct
when achieved “correctly” (as many
would still like to think), in large
part, stems from the luxuries it can
afford, in spite of placing a neon sign
on oneself that screams, “Nouveau
riche!” Unfortunately, these are also
the very trappings that incriminate
and ostracize Wiseau and Gatsby,
never deemed “legitimate” by the old
guard.
That the air-consuming odor

of parvenu money saturates every
facet of Wiseau doesn’t help the cause
of him being taken seriously. The
first time Sestero goes to Wiseau’s
apartment, he comments of the decor,
“Tommy showed me around, starting
with the photos on the walls, many
of which were of himself, including
a few grand, framed new-classical
portraits he’d had done. I didn’t have
to be a French speaker to diagnose
the syndrome affecting a man who
decides to commission an oil painting
of himself: nouveau riche.”
Continuing to peruse the
photos of a younger Wiseau peppered
throughout the apartment, Sestero
concludes, “The following thought
passed coldly through me: something
really awful happened to this guy in the
picture.”
As for Gatsby, the “something
really awful” wasn’t just growing up
to the immediate station of “poor,”
which prompts Carraway to caution,
“Whenever you feel like criticizing
anyone, just remember that all the
people in this world haven’t had the
advantages that you’ve had.” No, the
“something really awful” is, for the
most part, the unattainable dream of
Daisy.		
With
money,
however,
there is no reality—no matter how
skewed—that can’t be accomplished
as far as these two men are concerned.
Gatsby’s expenditures on his lavish
home and “fêtes” in West Egg and
The Room’s ultimate cost of six million
dollars are a testament to that. The
unbiased perception of these men
matter not to them or their goals.
This much is evidenced after Wiseau
watches the playback for one of the
more senseless scenes in The Room
(which is saying a lot), when Mark
somehow manages to injure Mike
to the point of hospitalization via

a football hand-off. Tommy insists,
“This is good, fun scene. We have
good chemistry. And look at this...
You see that? I look strong, like little
eighteen-years old kid.” Observing
this moment from afar, Sestero notes,
“That’s when I realized why the
scene meant so much to him: in that
monitor, at least, Tommy was young
and had a fun life and many, many
friends.”
To Gatsby, that he knows
nary a soul who attends his parties
is irrelevant. All that matters is that,
to Daisy, he appears to be the most
popular, talked about person in town.
With her cousin Nick’s friendship, to
boot. Daisy and Carraway’s familial
relationship is, of course, the driving
force behind what prompts Gatsby to
invite him to one of his festivities in
the first place. Just as seeing Sestero
sitting in Jean Shelton’s acting class is
what prompts Wiseau to take it.
For varying motives, each
of these sets of men develop a codependent friendship (or, in Gatsby
and Carraway’s case, as co-dependent
of a friendship as there can be
between two men in the 1920s).
Sestero captures the sentiment best
by saying, “It felt like I was seeing
a case study of what happens to
someone whose dreams had been
stifled. I was reaching out to Tommy
and he was reaching out to me, but
for entirely different reasons.” The
dream stifled at various points and
for various circumstances for Gatsby
comes in the form of first seeking to
attain Daisy, attaining her and then
losing her almost as quickly.
Through all the assorted
phases of Wiseau and Gatsby’s
pursuit of an ill-advised dream, their
unwitting only true friends are there
to watch the nature of the friendship
transmute into something rife with
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more toxicity than symbiotic
benevolence. At one point when
Wiseau starts to wield his source of
power over Sestero—renting out his
apartment to him—the latter finally
has to admit to himself, “This is getting
too strange. Not-worth-it strange... Your
friendship with Tommy has cancer. Excise
it.” But just as Carraway’s fatal flaw
is honesty, Sestero’s is loyalty, even if
it’s to someone who perhaps should
be committed.
Apart from the analogous
friendships of the Wiseau-Sestero,
Gatsby-Carraway juggernaut, there
is the shrouded-in-mystery quality
of Wiseau and Gatsby, with especial
regard to how they make their money.
The running gag (or rather,
realistic comparison) throughout
The Disaster Artist is that Sestero is
the Joe Gillis to Wiseau’s oppressive,
controlling and possessive Norma
Desmond. Maybe by Hollywood
movie parallels, sure. But in the literary
regard, there can be no denying the
Gatsby-Carraway dynamic. Unable
to light the world on fire themselves,
Carraway and Sestero watch more
ostentatious men carry out their lives
with the boldness they never had the
courage to. As Sestero puts it, “The
rest of us were toying with chemistry
sets and he was lighting the lab on
fire.”
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