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Not just one you get from reading the content of this magazine 
or an allusion to the effects opiates give. It is a reaction to the 
literary mafia in this town called New York. This bubble called 
Brooklyn. Just because content is published does not mean it is 
good, or that it deserves to be in glorious technicolor print. As 
you may have gleaned from the cover of our first issue, the death 
of literature is becoming evermore solidified due to living in an 
age that fosters lazy, diary- like writing. To save what’s left of the 
publishing landscape, it’s time to go back to the complexities of 
literature past.

What  The Opiate  seeks to achieve is accessibility. This is not a 
publication based on the importance of knowing someone in order 
to succeed as a writer. It is first and foremost about the content. 
Email theopiatemagazine@gmail.com if you are, like most proper 
writers, a social retard with terrible networking skills and have 
fiction, poetry or criticism that is as mind -altering as an opiate, 
lulling the readers of this magazine into an unwitting cerebral coma 
from how affecting it is.

Maybe that last statement comes off as a hair narcissistic. Maybe 
in your mind you’re going, “Who does this non -MFA having bitch 
who has worked in an office for most of her life think she is? What 
gives her the right to just add another magazine to the proverbial 
shelf?” Well, simply put, I believe in my curation skills, and, if 
you’ll let me, I would like to be your guide to discovering prose, 
poetry and criticism on a quarterly basis that reaffirms your faith 
in literature.

Yours very sincerely, 

Genna Rivieccio

EDITOR’S NOTE

The Opiate  is a reaction.
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1.  A friend recently told me 
about Topamax, a drug 
that has many uses but 

is primarily used by patients 
suffering from migraines and 
PTSD.
“I’m looking for a drug,” I said, 
“that will erase memories.”
She said that not only does 
Topamax effectively erase 
memories, but that one of its 
notable charms is a certain Alice 
in Wonderland effect it has of 
making things appear smaller 
and larger to the eye by a process 
of sight distortion. This is part 
of the broader risk of visual 
impairment that may occur in 
some patients. The drug, she 
explained, was released onto 
the market in 2012 in a semi-
experimental form, which was 
the year she herself began taking 
it. She stayed on it for two years, 
during which time she could 
not articulate or write, and had 
trouble expressing feelings. She 
would sometimes feel a texture 
in place of a feeling: anger, for 
example, was velvet. She was 

enrolled in art school at the time, 
so the difference in her behavior 
was not remarkable enough 
to cause concern amongst her 
peers.
“People just thought I was 
performance art,” she said.
She had been given the drug 
to control the intensity and 
frequency of the migraines 
she’d been getting for years. It 
had done this, and more—she 
felt herself rewritten in time, 
used as a kind of guinea pig in 
a sample course of a drug that 
no one really yet understood. I 
asked her if she’d ever thought 
of joining a class action suit. 
She said she’d thought about it, 
but in the end she didn’t want to 
be a bother.
Besides, her life was about other 
things now.
“I’m proud of myself,” she said 
to me the last time we spoke. 
“Because I finally bought a 
Vitamix.”

❧

TRIPTYCH
Written by Henry Giardina

TRIPTYCH – HENRY GIARDINA
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2. You have found yourself 
at one of life’s many 
crossroads. Perhaps you 

should consider Male Attention™, 
the clinically approved alternative 
that many have turned to in times 
of need.
Mike from Iowa City, Iowa found 
Male Attention™ a welcome 
release. “I had tried everything. 
Wellbutrin, Celexa, Topamax. The 
gamut. And you know, the funny 
thing is, I didn’t even know I was 
lost,” he said, “until I tried Male 
Attention™. And then I knew.”

3. It had been his plan for 
a long time, but it would 
have been a mistake to call 

it pre-meditated. It wasn’t, not 
really. Nor was it spontaneous. It 
was part of a general attitude—
not quite political enough to be 
a conviction—that told him that 
the greatest and most effective 
protest he could possibly make 
against this world was to remove 
himself from it. He was upset 
about inequality: a social justice 
warrior. He would get very 
heated on several issues while in 
the back of his mind not really 
caring about any of them. It felt 
bad to be living a mediocre life. 

It felt bad to shake with fear and 
anger each time someone said 
something that seemed to reflect, 
if remotely, upon his own moral 
and creative stagnancy. There 
had been a time—recently—
when almost everything had 
the same power to bring tears 
to his eyes. A flowerpot, a 
magazine, an ugly shirt, news of 
a miscarriage. Everything was 
capable of bringing him to tears, 
and the same kind of tears—as 
if there were no tragic hierarchy, 
no discrimination between the 
different types of pathos of, say, 
a pair of broken glasses and a 
dead uncle.

❝It was the 
same. All things 
felt bad at all 

times.❞
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But that time in his life (or 
I guess, in the history of his 
Klonopin dosage) had passed, 
and now nothing had the power 
to move him at all except certain 
salient moments within episodes 
of The Killing. Apart from that, 
it was the same. All things felt 
bad at all times. He had called 
a suicide prevention line the 
day before last, had dialed the 
number exactly the way it had 
been printed on the pamphlet 
given to him by the mental 
health professional in his life. 
But when he called the number 
he found that it had been 
misprinted on the pamphlet: 
he reached a car dealership 
instead. Unfortunately, he 
had been unable to realize his 

mistake until later when, having 
let fly a torrent of pent-up 
emotional rage upon the person 
at the other end of the line, he 
had been informed by the poor, 
unsuspecting car salesman that 
he, indeed, dialed the wrong 
number. Mortified, he hung up.
There, he said, I’ve just ruined that 
person’s day. 
He had ruined the day—
possibly even the week—of the 
innocent car salesman who had 
probably never known such 
pain existed in such quantities 
in the world—and never would 
have had to know it if not for 
that fatal misprint on a cheaply 
printed copy of a pamphlet 
about transgender mental 
health in the Boston area.

TRIPTYCH – HENRY GIARDINA
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It is a strange feeling to vacillate 
between the fiendishness of wanting 
to commit suicide and the intense 

desire to live eternally. But such was the 
personality of Mariella Norton, a 13-year-old 
girl born into the happy circumstances of 
wealth and the instant privilege that goes with 

it. You might already be quibbling, “What is 
it with affluent people and their constant 
insistence on being malcontent?” Well, if we’re 
being totally honest, the reason is because 
those who have money are on a ceaseless 
mission to top the experiences they’ve had 
and the objects they’ve already bought.

A CAREFULLY STITCHED STRATUM
Written by Genna Rivieccio
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 However, in Mariella’s 
case, this is not what 
transformed her into a natural 
malcontent. It was more like 
the nagging realization that 
she was not special, in spite 
of her social position in life. 
She knew early on that this 
was simply how things were. 
She could not draw or paint 
or write or dance—or really 
adequately hold her own 
in any of the arts, whether 
visual or performing. She was 
also not particularly adept 
at math or science. She was 
just average—both mentally 
and physically. So then, you 
ask, “Why should I or could 
I possibly be interested in the 
story of Mariella Norton, the 
pinnacle of ordinariness?” 
Because, as much as it pains 
you to acknowledge, you 
are ordinary too. And it is 
in our collective banality 
that we find ways to despise 
one another, or rather, join 
forces to despise those who 
actually are different and 
unconventional. For this 

is exactly what happened 
to demure, unremarkable 
Mariella.
 She fell prey to the 
jealousy that occurs when we 
wish desperately to be like 
someone we know we could 
never dream of measuring 
up to. Mariella came to know 
this sentiment very early on 
in life—on the day she left 
preadolescence, to be exact.

 The invitations for 
Mariella’s thirteenth birthday 
had been meticulously 
crafted weeks in advance. 
Her mother, a woman so 
hopelessly white it was 
almost comical her name 
was India, made sure that 
all twenty-five invites were 
trimmed with a solid gold 
border featuring engravings 
of an orchard on the bottom 
of it. In neat black calligraphy, 
the announcement read:

Mariella Norton, born August 
Sixteenth, invites you to 
celebrate her thirteenth birthday 
on Saturday the Fifteenth 
of August for a sleepover 
with refreshments, dinner 
and breakfast the following 
morning. Please RSVP no later 
than three days before the event 
at (212) 391-0648. The party 
begins promptly at 6 p.m. at 465 
Park Avenue, New York, New 
York.  

 It was all Mariella could 
do to contain her excitement 
upon reviewing the invitation. 
She felt positively giddy from 
the superiority complex it 
gave her. No other girl in her 
class at Adele Preparatory 
School had ever sent out such 
ornate invitations, invitations 
that essentially declared, “I 
have more money than you!” 
It briefly tricked her into 
believing that perhaps she 
was special, an ephemeral 
notion that would be dashed 
the moment her party began 
and she arrived. The “she” in 

A CAREFULLY STITCHED STRATUM – GENNA RIVIECCIO

❦
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question was Jude Carringer. 
Sure, her name was just as 
typical as any other upper crust 
denizen of Park Avenue, but it 
was her personality, her aura 
of assurance combined with 
woundedness that made her 
stand out from all the others 
immediately. 

 She was the last of 
Mariella’s guests to make an 
entrance—naturally. As soon 
as the other girls saw her, they 
flocked to her so as to admire 
her beaded black Anna Sui 
dress. Make no mistake, youth 
in New York does not equate to 
ignorance in fashion. The girls 
at Adele Preparatory knew far 
more about sartorial history 
than any other kind. Mariella 
seethed as she watched each 
of her ingrate guests fawn over 
Jude’s frock. Jude stared at her 
from across the room, visibly 
uncomfortable by Mariella’s 
overt ire. She politely thanked 
her classmates for their 
admiration, smoothed her 
dress, and timidly walked over 
to Mariella to greet her.
 “Happy birthday,” Jude 

uttered, barely moving her lips.
 Mariella suppressed her 
urge to smack Jude across the 
face and replied, “Why thank 
you, Jude. It’s so nice of you to 
put in an appearance.”
 The two girls had 
nothing left to say to one 
another, but luckily, a fellow 

classmate stepped in 
to interrupt. Lucille, 
a plump 12-year-old 
with the unfortunate 
circumstance of 

having a bull cut practically 
shouted, “Are there 
refreshments?”
 India, who had taken 
up a perch in an easy chair 
nearby, was horrified by the 
gauche manners of Lucille. 
Before Mariella could react to 
the question, India rose from 
the chair and announced, 
“Refreshments will be served 
in five minutes, ladies.”
 Jude giggled to herself 
thinking about how serious 
Mariella and her mother took 
themselves, how utterly absurd 
this entire Upper East Side 
existence was. The guests 
were seated at the kitchen 
table where appetizers were 
to be served. They would 
then be led into the dining 
room where the main course 

❝Make no mistake, youth in New York  
does not equate to ignorance in fashion.❞
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of Cornish game hen would 
be presented over a bed of 
lettuce with a side of mixed 
greens and mashed potatoes. 
Mariella thought it was a bit 
hearty for a summertime 
meal, but India was insistent 
upon this particular menu. 
The dessert was the only 
portion of the dinner she 
would allow concessions on. 
Thus, Mariella requested a 
strawberry shortcake. India 
bristled at first over the 
demand for such a plebeian 
dessert, paired with the 
thought of imagining its out 
of place accompaniment with 
Cornish game hen, but knew 
somewhere in the back of 
her mind that her daughter 
should have at least one thing 
she really wanted at her party.
 Jude kept the 
conversation light-hearted 
as she talked about the 
ridiculousness of certain 
(most) teachers at Adele Prep. 
Jeanette and Betsy agreed 
with all of Jude’s assessments 
whole-heartedly, especially 
when she mentioned that 
Mr. Langdon had overt 
tendencies toward pederasty.
 She remarked, “I’m 
just glad none of us are boys 
or we’d all be traumatized.”

 The other girls 
laughed at her frankness 
and candor, while Mariella 
quietly chewed a canapé. She 
wanted desperately to fling 
her fork directly into Jude’s 
eye, anything to detract the 
attention from her. But she 
knew she must resist, that 
she must act staid and poised 
for the entirety of her party, 
which was starting to feel like 
it would never end.    

In 
the moments leading 
up to dinner, Mariella 

took her guests upstairs to 
her room to showcase the 
most recent acquisitions in 
her closet. A gorgeous beaded 
white gown from Dolce 
and Gabbana was the main 
attraction. Lucille seemed to 
be the one most impressed 
by it, even going so far as to 
request to try it on. Mariella 
looked Lucille’s portly 
body up and down before 
declining to grant her wish. 
She glanced over at Jude, 
who had taken a seat on her 
bed with an air of disinterest 
in the entire affair. Suddenly, 
a brilliant idea crossed her 

mind, a stroke of genius that 
would help oust Jude from 
her position as most lauded 
girl at Adele Prep.
 Mariella’s lips curled 
upward into a devious smile 
as she called, “Jude. Why 
don’t you try this dress on? It 
would suit you so beautifully.”
 Knowing full well the 
delicacy with which the dress 
should be handled, Jude was 
reluctant to accept the offer.
 “I probably shouldn’t, 
Mariella. Haven’t you got 
anything from Fendi? 
Something a little less…
fragile?”
 Mariella shook her 
head. “No Jude, and I’m 
almost offended you would 
peg me for someone to own 
anything Fendi.”
 Betsy could tell that 
things between Jude and 
Mariella were growing tense, 
so she asserted, “You know, 
I would really love to try on 
that dress. Would you mind 
Mariella?”
 Mariella practically 
recoiled, clutching to the 
dress more tightly. She had to 
conceive of a way to get Jude 
to wear it.
 Thinking on her feet, 
she responded, “I’ll let you 

A CAREFULLY STITCHED STRATUM – GENNA RIVIECCIO

❧



12 THE OPIATE - SPRING 2015, VOL. 1

try it on after Jude.”
 Betsy looked over 
pleadingly at Jude, bearing 
an expression that inferred 
how desperate she was to 
have the dress on her body. 
Jude sighed, knowing that 
she was going to have to 
relent and that somehow the 
result was going to be mildly 
catastrophic.
 She nodded her 
assent to Mariella and said, 
“Here, hand it over.” Mariella 
grinned as she walked over to 
Jude to give her the dress.
 In the bathroom, 
Jude struggled to put on the 
garment without one of the 
beads falling off. The stress of 
the situation was also causing 
her to sweat, making it even 
more challenging for her to 
fit easily into the gown.
From outside the door, 
Mariella inquired, “How’s it 
look? Come out so we can 
see.”

Jude didn’t say 
anything for several seconds, 
prompting Mariella to further 
probe, “Does it not fit you?”

Jude, in her infinite 
wisdom, realized that Mariella 
was toying with her and that 
there was no great option 
to end this story. She could 
either pretend the dress 

didn’t fit and come across 
as “the fat girl” or she could 
risk pulling it on and watch 
several or hundreds of the 
beads fall to the ground in a 
rainstick-like clamor. Either 
way, the repercussions would 
immediately affect her status 
among the other guests at the 
party. The tale of how obese 
or clumsy she was would 
spread wildly throughout the 
halls of Adele Prep. Jude took 
a deep breath, sucked in her 
stomach and pulled on the 
dress in one fell swoop. To her 
surprise, it glided on without 
effort. She exhaled a breath 
of relief and emerged from 
the bathroom triumphant.

The girls took in the 
sight of Jude with an air of 
astonishment at her beauty. 
Mariella, on the other hand, 
looked as though she might 
combust with jealousy and 
disappointment at how fatally 
her plan to shame Jude had 
backfired.

Jude basked briefly 
in their admiration before 
saying, “I think it’s Betsy’s 
turn to try it on now.”

Betsy subtly shook her 
head and admitted, “I don’t 
think I can do the dress the 
same justice you have. I might 
just pass.”

Mariella’s eyes alighted 
as she chimed in, “Why don’t 
you wear it to dinner Jude? 
It’s just so lovely on you.”

Jude paled slightly, 
but welcomed the challenge 
Mariella seemed so intent on 
presenting her with for the 
duration of the evening.

“Alright, Mariella, if 
you insist.”

“Oh, I do,” Mariella 
replied without missing a 
beat.

Jude could barely 
breathe or sit down at the 
dining room table as the 
others gorged themselves 
on the Cornish game hen. 
India sat at the head of the 
table overseeing the guests 
and their appetite levels. She 
noticed Jude was eating with 
far less gusto than the others.

She remarked, “Jude, 
is there something about the 
hen that’s not to your liking? I 
can ask the chef to prepare it 
a different way, if you prefer.”

Jude swallowed the 
bite she was munching on 
with a pained expression.

“No. It’s quite 
delicious.”

“You’re sure?” India 
interrogated.

Jude nodded as 
vehemently as possible. 
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The other girls chatted about 
various upcoming assignments 
and attractive boys from their 
counterpart school, Kingston 
United. Jude, meanwhile, felt 
as though she was entering 
and exiting consciousness 
from the tightness and 
uncomfortableness of her garb. 
She blinked absently at 
Jeanette, who had asked her a 
question that Jude had failed 
to register.

“Huh?” Jude asked 
faintly.

“I said: you’ve met 
Colin, right?”

Jude sipped from a 
nearby glass of water that wasn’t 
actually hers, but belonged 
to the girl sitting next to her, 
Katie. Mercifully, Katie was one 
of the more genteel members 

of the group and didn’t think 
it necessary to call attention to 
Jude’s mistake.

After taking another 
sip from the wrong glass, Jude 
found the strength to respond, 
“I’m afraid I don’t know whom 
you’re talking about.”

Everyone at the table 
seemed to look at her in shock.

Katie kindly reminded, 
“Colin Zenmore. He’s the 
wealthiest boy at Kingston 
United. His dad is in the 
Senate.”

Jude nodded. “Right. I 
know him.”

Mariella probed, “Then 
why did you say you didn’t?”
She paused to wait for an 
answer, but didn’t give Jude 
enough time to craft one.

She added, “I have to 

A CAREFULLY STITCHED STRATUM – GENNA RIVIECCIO

❝Jude, in her infinite wisdom, realized that 
Mariella was toying with her and that there 

was no great option to end this story. ❞
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say, you’re acting a bit strange Jude. Do 
you need to go home?”
It was easy to detect the false concern 
in Mariella’s voice. And for the first 
time Jude was having truly unpleasant 
thoughts about another human being. 
She had never before experienced 
such a strong sentiment of ill will. She 
could gradually feel herself wanting 
to stoop to Mariella’s level. But she 
suppressed every ounce of her dislike, 
knowing that she would be able to get 
out of the dress once they all got into 
their pajamas.

“I just couldn’t quite place him 
in my mind for a moment. I don’t need 
to go home,” Jude returned calmly.
 A silence fell over the table. Only 
Lucille made noises as she scraped the 
final remains on her plate with her 
fork. India, who could never bear long 
bouts of silence in any situation, saw 
this as an opportunity to conclude the 
dinner.

She clapped her hands together 
and said, “Alright. Who’s ready for 
dessert? We’ll be serving it in the living 
room.”

The girls corralled themselves 
into the next venue readily,  not 
wanting to address the ever-increasing 
discord between Jude and Mariella. 
Jude sauntered carefully into the living 
room, the dress acting as a corset for 
her body and mind. She had decided 
she would politely decline dessert, 
for if she ate anything else the beads 
would burst everywhere. And while it 
might be worth it to see one of them 
hit Mariella (“Where had that thought 
come from?” she wondered), she knew 
that reparations would be expected for 
the destroyed frock. Though everyone 
else may have assumed Jude was just 
as affluent as the rest of them, she had 
never let on to anyone that her parents’ 
fortune was vastly waning in the wake of 
mergers, takeovers, etc. All those fancy 
business terms that, in short, mean one 
is losing money at an alarming rate.

So as she sat down in front 
of the coffee table next to Katie and 
Jeanette, she did so in a cautious 
manner. And when India took orders 
for dessert, Jude simply put her hand 
up and assured, “I’m already so full 
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Mrs. Norton.”
India loathed when people 

called her Mrs. Norton. Even though 
it was her own fault for keeping her 
ex-husband’s last name, she never 
expected it when people actually 
addressed her that way. To retaliate, 
India pretended as though she hadn’t 
heard Jude turn down dessert and 
made sure to cut her a massive slice.

One of the servants set the 
plate in front of Jude, who looked as 
though she might retch at the sight of 
it. She made eye contact with India. 
India put on an air of innocence 
and nonchalance, as though she had 
no idea why Jude could possibly be 
looking at her with such contempt.

The other girls, on the contrary, 
were delighted by the sumptuous 
slices of strawberry shortcake placed 
before them. Jude could feel herself 
starting to sweat again, making the 
fabric feel even more restrictive than 
before. She was bordering on a state of 
hyperventilation, but held it together 
to take a bite of the accursed cake. She 
feigned enjoyment, just so she could 

seem to belong among the horde. 
Mariella watched her peck at the plate 
with specific interest. She could sense 
that, at any moment, Jude was going to 
crack. And it would prove that she was 
nothing, just as base and meaningless 
as the rest of them.

By the time everyone else had 
finished, Jude was less than halfway 
through her cake. Mariella simpered 
and inquired, “You’re not going to 
finish your cake?”

Jude practically dropped her 
plate down on the table and replied, 
“I’m maintaining my figure.”

The others glared at her as 
though she had just intimated that 
they were all rotund in comparison. In 
spite of this, Jude made no apologies 
as she rose from the sofa and stated, 
“I’m going to change into my pajamas.”

Before anyone could object, 
Jude left the room and retreated 
upstairs to change.

Mariella took advantage of 
Jude’s absence and noted, “Some 
people have no proper sense of 
decorum.”
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Back in Mariella’s 
room, Jude tried to strategize 
how best to remove herself 
from the clutches of Dolce 
and Gabbana. She unzipped 
the back and tried to swivel 
out of it, but it was sticking 
to her body with marked 
tenacity. She was starting to 
breathe heavily, as though 
she might be on the verge of 
a panic attack. She knew she 
had to get out of the dress 
before the other girls saw her 
struggling to do so. With all of 
her might, Jude pried herself 
out of the garment. Just as 
Mariella entered the room, the 
beads at the side of the gown 
burst off and pelted Mariella 
right in the eye. Jude watched 
in stupefaction as Mariella 
screamed in a manner that 
would put any banshee to 
shame and clutched to her 
eye protectively. Soon, India, 
Katie, Jeanette, Lucille and 
Betsy were all running up 
the stairs to investigate the 
commotion.

India was the first 
to walk into the room. The 
second she did, she stumbled 
over a cluster of beads and fell 
face-forward to the floor. A 

collective gasp emitted from 
the guests as blood gushed 
out of India’s mouth. Mariella 
continued her violent fits of 
shouting as Jude rushed to 
India’s side and urged, “Call 
an ambulance,” to Katie, who 
seemed to be the calmest one 
among the group.

It only took ten 
minutes for the ambulance to 
arrive—and it was the longest 
ten minutes of Jude’s life. The 
others gave her disdainful 
stares as they comforted India 
and Mariella. The quickness 
with which the ambulance 
arrived was a testament to 
how true it is that rich people 
always get the best treatment. 
The EMT approached India, 
who he assumed would be 
the best person to talk to 
because she was the oldest, 
but all he could get out of 
her was a series of faint 
whimpers. Mariella, too, was 
still in hysterics, which left 
Jude, now in her pajamas, to 
explain that she had been the 
cause of all this havoc. The 
EMT listened to her intently 
and, at times, it appeared as 
though he was trying to stifle 
a smile.

India and Mariella 
were summarily packed into 
the back of the ambulance 
and driven away with haste. 
Jude stood there and, for the 
first time in her life, had no 
idea what to do or what was 
appropriate. Lucille was the 
first to speak.

“Should we go back 
inside?” she asked dumbly.

The others looked to 
Jude for answers. Jude shook 
her head and rejoined, “No. 
There’s nothing in there for 
us.”

                  

At school on Monday, the 
halls were filled with 

hushed whispers whenever 
Jude passed by. Rumors of 
how she had performed an 
all-out attack on Mariella and 
her mother after destroying 
a Dolce and Gabbana dress 
had swirled with startling 
rapidity. By midday, she was 
being referred to as “Dolce 
and Gabbana piranha” (a 
testament to the clever 
cruelty instilled by a private 

❧
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school education). Jude’s 
feelings of agony over being 
betrayed were marred solely 
because she had expected it to 
happen, and bore no illusions 
about how easy it was for her 
so-called friends to turn on 
her if it suited their public 
standing.

Betsy was the first to 
crack under the pressure of 
being asked how the party 
was. It was in Mrs. Neblock’s 
Language Arts class when the 
question had been posed. As 
the girls were passing around 
one another’s papers for peer 
correction, Betsy found the 
time to blurt out an over-
embellished tale of what had 
occurred.

Although Jude usually 
sat at the center table in the 
cafeteria, she found it was 
completely occupied. Katie 
and Betsy were there, and 
they both regarded her as 
though they had no idea who 
Jude was. Intuiting the social 
hit that had been taken out on 
her, Jude didn’t even bother 
trying to sit with Lucille, who 
could generally be found at 
the second-tier popular kids’ 
table. She knew that, as usual, 

there were two choices—life 
always presents one with two 
clear-cut choices. In this case, 
she could endure her new 
status as a pariah or she could 
seek Mariella’s forgiveness. 
With Mariella’s pardon, 
Jude would be restored in 
the eyes of the rest of the 
student body—that collective 
bitch of a student body. The 
only problem with Jude’s 
solution was that Mariella 
was not going to forgive her 
so willingly.

That night, Jude made her 
way toward Mariella’s 

Park Avenue residence with 
discernible trepidation. She 
wasn’t sure if she should 
have brought some sort of 
peace offering like flowers 
or food, but she figured, with 
her luck, Mariella would be 
allergic to whatever type of 
floral or culinary delight was 
presented. The maid let her in 
with reluctance and told her 
to wait in the salon. Minutes 

❧



18 THE OPIATE - SPRING 2015, VOL. 1

later, India, with a swollen, gauze-filled 
mouth descended the staircase. She gave 
Jude an icy stare on par with the lovechild 
of Anna Wintour and Leona Helmsley. India 
said nothing, waiting expectantly for Jude 
to make the first move. Jude got the distinct 
impression that if she didn’t say anything, 
India could go on the whole night simply 
staring at her.

Jude gulped and said, “I came here to 
apologize to Mariella.”

India gurgled, “You can apologize by 
getting out of my house.”

It was then that Mariella emerged 
from her room near the top of the staircase 
wearing an eye patch. It was the most 
dramatic entrance Jude could have possibly 
imagined—made only more dramatic by the 
fact that Mariella opened with: “Jude.”

It took several seconds for Jude 
to collect herself. Prior to her arrival, she 
had prepared a statement that was quickly 
receding from her memory in the face of 
such contempt. She proffered, “I came to say 
I’m sorry.”

Mariella chortled. She waved her hand 
at her mother, indicating she wanted privacy. 
India retreated to the living room, but not 
before flashing Jude one final death stare. 
Mariella made no move from her landing 
point. Jude took this as a sign to make her way 
up the stairs. She did so in a way that exuded 
so much aplomb, it made Mariella hate her 
even more. When Jude found herself directly 
in front of Mariella, she cringed. In an instant, 
Mariella had slapped her across the face.

“You ruined my birthday, Jude. And 
my vision.”

❝She gave Jude an icy stare on par with the 
lovechild of Anna Wintour and Leona Helmsley.❞
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Jude clung to her cheek with her left 
hand. “I know. That’s why I want to make it 
up to you.”

Mariella scoffed. “And how could you 
possibly make it up to me?”

“You tell me.”
Mariella grinned. “I think there is 

something, actually.”
Jude braced herself for what would 

invariably be an unpleasant task. She removed 
her hand from her cheek.

“What?”

The next day at Adele Prep, Jude showed 
up at school wearing the tattered remains 

of the Dolce and Gabbana dress. She looked 
ragged, defeated and generally ashamed of 
her existence. The parts that had burst at 
the seams were affixed with safety pins, only 
adding to Jude’s embarrassment. But it was 
all part of Mariella’s as of yet undetermined 
master plan. As she tried her best to look 
dignified while walking down the hall, most 
of the girls laughed at her, including Lucille 
and Betsy, who were passing her by with airs 
of superiority. Jude made eye contact with 
them to connote that she wasn’t intimidated 

by their meanness.
In the cafeteria, Jude didn’t have to 

scour the room to find Mariella—she was 
sitting front and center with her gaggle 
of drones. Jude took a deep breath and 
approached her, for this is specifically what 
Mariella had asked her to do the night before. 
As she got closer to the table, the other 
girls next to Mariella started to snicker, but 
Mariella made a grandiose sweeping motion 
that silenced them immediately.

“Jude, you’re looking a little…rough-
hewn. Would you care to join us?”

Jude nodded obsequiously and eased 
her way into a spot that had been made for her 
next to Mariella. She could, in that moment, 
ascertain what Mariella’s grand scheme was: 
to make her scholastic life feel like torture, 
while also sparing her social ostracism. It was 
as though she had taken on the roles of both 
devil and angel for her own sick pleasure. 
And all Jude could do was accept it, never 
knowing which incarnation of Mariella would 
appear to afflict her. It was in this way that 
Mariella was able to minimize the shine of 
Jude’s sparkle, taking away a sizable chunk of 
it to compensate for her own dull aura.
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Standing on the roof, straddling a 
hole he just made with a rubber 
mallet, Dad looks down at me 

and says flatly, “Rotten as hell.” He 
didn’t then explain how we would live 
the next two winters with two garbage 
bags duct-taped to each other and over 
the hole, how the rustling sound of the 
bags would keep me up at night, how 
I’d invite friends over, and rainwater 

would sometimes embarrassingly drip 
on their sleeping bags, how during the 
first fall a squirrel would hide walnuts 
in the hole-bags, making them sag in 
the middle until we ran the squirrel off 
with a BB gun and sticky traps, how I 
would have to wear extra socks to keep 
from getting trench foot and think of 
different excuses for the water marks on 
my homework, how he would drunkenly 

fall through the hole a few 
weeks later, break his leg, lose 
his sales job and get addicted 
to OxyContin, or how the hole 
would grow, like untreated skin 
cancer, and we would eventually 
lose the roof and then the house.  

JANET
Written by Eric Todd

He also never explained 
how sex worked or why mom 
had left or why I was the only 
boy I knew named Janet. I guess 
explaining wasn’t necessarily 
what he was best at, but neither 
was fixing roofs.

❝The rustling sound of the bags would 
keep me up at night.❞
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Some of God's armies and enemies 
and friends got together and had 
a wild party. There were some 

warriors there in white robes with white 
beards down to their toes. They all had 
10-foot long swords 
with silver handles 
and a red ruby at 
the hilt. They moved 
together as a pack of 
twelve and took turns 
taking swigs from a 
giant wooden keg. 
The cupids came too, 
in neon see-through 
diapers. They flitted 
through the crowds 
chasing tail, only 
coming together to 
capitalize on groups 
of angel babes. Some 
devils showed up later 
in the night on tons 
of molly. They turned 
the jukebox on way 
too loud and cut the 
wires to the lights. 
They brought a smoke machine and 
a strobe light and their dancing shoes. 
They contorted on the dance floor like 
injured animals and shocked each other 
with Tasers and foamed from the mouth. 

Giant pools of sweat formed 
beneath them as they slipped consistently, 
yet never missed the beat, slipping in 
the heat to the beat like crazies. A cupid 
had this banging angel babe pressed up 

in a corner with 
an arrow shoved 
in her stomach. 
He had a massive 
erection showing 
beneath his see-
through diaper 
and her blood all 
over his hands 
and face as they 
kissed and grinded 
in the dark. The 
old white bearded 
warriors started up 
a game of baseball 
outside with kegs 
as baseballs and 
swords as bats. 
One warrior hit a 
hanging fly ball to 
the outfield where 
a couple of warriors 

were swapping swigs from a keg, not 
paying attention. Everyone was asking 
where God was. He was around earlier 
and was gone now. But God wasn't gone, 
he was just sitting up on the roof with 

PARTY ON THE HILLSIDE
Written by Andre Harris
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the devil, shooting stars. They 
had them some Modelos and was 
naming stuff to each other and 
deciding if it was good or bad. 
Horses are good. Marshmallows 
are good. They said Bill Murray 
was bad. Cheese was bad. Speed 
was good. Free samples were 
good. Change was good, but 
change in your pocket was bad. 
Goofing is good. Music is bad. 
Mornings are good. Suddenly 
seeing the golden sphere floating 
in your night’s sky vision is bad, 
and so forth. 

The blood of clear-
skinned, blue-eyed, curvy, wet-
pussied angel babies was all 
over the living room floor by 
now, but no angels or cupids 
were around. They all snuck off 

to some little closet somewhere 
or some tree or parked car in 
the darkness out there far off. 
The demons are still writhing 
in pools of their own sweat now, 
but slower from exhaustion. 
Some of the white warriors were 
taking hacks at each other with 
swords for fun, ducking and 
laughing. Vanessa, the angel of 
wheat, snuck up to the roof and 
took God’s hand in her lap and 
said hello to him and the devil 
and said real soft to God that the 
party’s dying and they should 
sneak off to bed soon. Instead, 
they all just sat on the roof and 
talked till sunrise. God made 
steak and eggs for everybody 
before He and Vanessa went and 
passed out in God’s cave.

❝Change was good, but change in your 
pocket was bad.❞
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I am no longer pieced together 
of starlight. I am no longer 
anymore what you said I was: 

my dash of starlight, my muse. I was 
once. I was true. You know that cat we 
found the last day you came down to 
see me? I named him Henry. Henry is 
a girl. I went to the vet. He is a girl, not 
like you thought. I have a salary now. 
It’s a good one. Because of this salary, 
now on Saturdays I begin to drink at 
noon, sometimes eleven. I can afford 
it. I don’t wait for nightfall like before. 
I dial numbers on my phone asking of 
voices on the other end to get brunch. 
Have they eaten yet? This is what I do 
on Saturdays. I fear being alone. I go 
from friend to friend saying would 
you like to get brunch, a drink? Take 
a walk, have a drink? If they say, but I 
have work to do, have something to do, 
someone to do, someone to see, I say 
“come on.” When they say no, I drink 
until I’m stupid. Stupid comes at five 
o’ clock. It’s a productive schedule, I 
rise early. 

 On Sunday, it’s a race against 
the usual thoughts of suicide or ways 
of getting to Mexico. Hadn’t we said 
we’d escape to Mexico,  Tangiers? On 
Sunday, I try not to drink until three, 
maybe four. I try to do something for 
myself. Doing something for myself 

might be painting my nails, might be 
reading a book, might be writing a 
little poem, might be showering, taking 
a walk, and sometimes even doing 
laundry. Once I have accomplished 
this one task, I have a drink. I don’t 
know where it began this dependency 
of mine but my guess is that it 
began with you. If I could draw the 
cartography of my life there would be 
a whirling dark spot in the place where 
I met you, like a storm on the sun, like 
a hurricane. I would like to blame 
you for everything. I do blame you for 
everything. If you were Henry, if you 
were Henry here sniffing the plants, 
tiptoeing around me, I would strangle 
you. I would smash you against the 
window. I would throw you out of it. 
What this all means is that I still love 
you. Or that nothing I say is true. 

Today on the train I heard 
someone say, “No one says ‘lover’ 
anymore, it’s archaic, stupid.” Today I 
was in the elevator going up to work 
and heard someone say to another, 
presumably his colleague, “I don’t 
believe that anyone is real or that 
anything has any reality outside of my 
mind.” His speech was accented. As 
the elevator door shut, I heard him ask 
his secretary why the copy machine 
was still broken, why hadn’t she called 

LETTER
Written by Hannah Lillith Assadi
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yet? Today on my way home on the 
train, three girls walked into the car 
wearing four-inch spike heels. They 
recognized the man sitting beside me 
and then one said, “I know I know 
can you believe it? We are taking 
the train to dinner, recession-style. 
Crazy, right?” 

Walking home, I saw a woman 
leaning drunk on a mailbox for 
support. She was on the phone. She 
was telling someone on the phone 
about someone else and she was 
saying he’ll get what’s coming to 
him that no good fuck oh he’ll get it 
because it’s comin’ the end is comin’ 
and when it comes Jesus’ll snatch up 
his cock and split open his balls and 
he’ll get it. He’ll get it good. He won’t 
be no good for nothin’ hussla slut no 
more, he’ll know his place. 

Today I said your name five 
times. I decided to count today. Today 
I decided to keep a tally of the amount 
of times I say your name. That is to 
say the amount of times I made sure 
I had acknowledged the fact that you 
exist by saying your name. Is this not 
the curse we have by having names? 
The day I don’t say your name, is the 
day I fall out of love. 

Last November, as I was 
walking home, I saw a flock of birds 
flying in figure eights. It seemed they 
chose the sky above our building 
for their dance. I thought this 
meant something. I thought this 
meant something for you and for 
me. I thought that those birds were 
something like us, their solipsistic 
pattern that also signed infinity, twin 
black patches marring the soft dusk. 

It is November again, and 
dipping out of the bar for a cigarette, 
the birds are dancing their farewells 
once more. Last November I 
thought how sad, summer is really 
through. This November, I stub my 
cigarette out before it is finished, 
and think, how true. These things, 
these beautiful things handcuffed to 
nostalgia have no effect on me. Even 
if I do miss the word “lover” when 
it was said aloud to friends who 
“understood” (as in “this is Kara, 
my lover”), when the reality beyond 
my mind was a bit more perfumed 
when filled with your sweat still 
in my fingernails, when the dazed 
train rides in which girls shuffled in 
dropping terms like “recession” did 

❦
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not make me want to stuff their heels 
into their mouths so they could not 
speak, when of the broken women 
leaning on broken mailboxes, the 
broken women crouching on stoops 
smoking cigarettes, all the broken 
women slurring of phantoms to voices 
on the other end of the line made me 
think how sad, how sad these women 
are and not, how true, how true. 

Once, I was perusing your 
bookshelf. I found a binding 
without a title tucked between 
two large, thick books. Most of it 
was blank except for a page in the 

middle. There you had written your 
name in full over and over again in 
different hands. You were testing out 
different signatures. For days I tried 
to emulate the elegance of your hand. 
Somehow that page of signatures is 
more resilient in my mind than the 
image of your face. 

Today when the elevators 
shut after that man and his profound 
unreality, I had the desire to press the 
help button or the emergency stop 
button. I wanted to see how long it 
would take for someone to come and 
when they came, what they might 
say. Would they say, “Are you okay?” 
or “Why’d you do it?” And then the 
next day in the elevator, I would 
try to explain to the man what had 
happened. 

❝How we met: 
you shook my hand, hello.❞
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How we met: you shook my hand, hello. 
“Hello. My name is: Kara.” 
You were perched on the top rung of a ladder. 

You were fixing a light. You were up there for so long 
we got on the subject of your mother to which I said 
something about my father. There were the usual 
similarities. It was dusk outside which bathed the 
room ethereal, maudlin. You descended the ladder 
the way another person might have descended stairs. 
You did not hold on to anything. When you had 
touched ground, you leaned in so close you could do 
nothing but kiss me. I noted that something vaguely 
Middle Eastern was playing in your apartment when I 
had rung the bell. “What is this?” I asked later, in the 
hour or so it took for us to become familiar. 

“An artist,” you said. 
“An artist?” I asked. 
“Yes, an artist from Tangiers.” 
“I would like to go to Tangiers.”
“Let’s go then.”
“We’ll go then.”
That was four years ago. 
In my dreams now, you appear sick. I pull back 

the covers to find you huddled up like a child. All over 
your skin are boils. I scream at you, I say you know I 
never had chicken pox and if I get them now I may 
die. But this is not the chicken pox, you say smiling. I 
lay down beside you. Your leg wraps over my thighs. 
You pull the covers over our heads. But this is not, 
but this is, but this is not. But this is not chicken pox! 
When I throw the covers from us, I see that the boils 
have spread to my legs, they are sprouting on my 
chest and on my arms. I wanted to smack that person 
on the train for his comment on the word “lover,” but 
he’s right. It’s a stupid word. It’s diseased. 
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When I drink, things settle. 
It’s like a fan has turned on. It’s 
like television snow. I feel quieter. 
Scenes like the birds doing figure 
eights, drumming thoughts, galloping 
thoughts, as in: my heart galloped, 
the buzz of the phone, the buzz of 
notifications and correspondences, 
scenes like me standing in my 
doorway naked as you grab your shirt 
like a fugitive and I am trying to block 
you from leaving and I am screaming, 
“I love you don’t leave don’t leave 
me I love you!”—when I drink these 
scenes retreat to where they belong, 
to some French film where the forlorn 
lovers haunt each other until one 
jumps out from a window and the 
other bleeds to death, to a time when 
“lover” was a fad and not an enema. 
These memories have nothing to do 
with me at all. 

This is pathetic. My writing you 
a letter is pathetic, obsessive even. The 
cat is named Henry, as I said. Henry is 
a girl. Not a boy, as you swore. I have a 
salary now, it is a good one. I have just 
recently purchased a very nice studio 
downtown. There is an elevator here, 
but because I must take elevators up 
and down so often for work on the 
thirtieth floor I decide every morning 
to descend six flights of stairs and 
every evening go back up. Plus, I don’t 
want to get fat, though I know I have 
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already. Not fat, that’s too 
much, but I’ve put on, as they 
say. It is November again and 
the weather is cold. If I were 
to examine myself from the 
perspective of a friend, say, a 
stranger on the street, or even 
the bodega owner across the 
block where I’d sneak out to 
get us a coffee at 5 a.m. before 
you had to go, if I were him, 
I’d say that she there, that is a 
very depressed woman. That 
woman needs something. 
Her eyes are heavy and her 
skin has broken out. Once, 
she was beautiful, vibrant, 
seething with secrets. 

When I tell people 
about this salary I have, this 
way I get to work every day 
on time, and come home on 
time and go to bed on time, 
and not once mention your 
name, they tell me: “You seem 
to be doing so well. We are 
very, very proud of you, Kara. 

And how is he, you know? 
Have you seen him? Wow, 
that’s great, that’s so good, 
you never deserved that. You 
deserve your own man, you 
deserve to be number one, 
not anyone’s second.” 

Then they ask, “But 
there must be someone else 
then?” 

With nothing to 
supplant for your name, I 
decide to tell them about 
my day at work. I say today 
I wrote one email, entered 
the figures of someone else’s 
money in a spreadsheet, 
and discussed the divorce 
of Kim Kardashian. I say: 
Today as we walked to lunch, 
my colleagues and I, we 
discussed the finances of the 
wedding and of the divorce 
of Kim Kardashian. I know 
everything about it. 

Last night I got drunk 
with two couples. They were 

discussing a degenerative 
disease in which a person 
ages forty years in the span 
of a week. There is a name 
for it although they do 
not know the cause. It is 
unprecedented. There is a 
name for it already. It’s just 
like the way they name a star 
immediately upon discovery. 
Once, she was quite beautiful, 
they say. Who? I ask. Who was 
quite beautiful? They say the 
woman, the woman who aged 
forty years in a week. She was 
kinda pretty, when she was, 
well, young. Maybe it was fifty 
not forty. In fact I think it was 
even more than forty years. 

“We’ve gained 
an hour,”  someone said 
suddenly. 

“What?” I had asked, 
lingering on the aged woman. 

It was two in the 
morning and now it is one 
again. 
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After you rented me 
the apartment under yours, 
after you fixed the light in 
the apartment and then 
proceeded to kiss me, you 
said, “Let’s go to a bar. My 
treat. My treat as your new 
landlord.” 

At the bar you did not 
ask me what I wanted. You 
brought back two of the same 
kinds of beer. When you sat 
down, you placed your hand 
on my thigh. It was all so 
simple then. Later, when you 
came downstairs, I put on an 
adagio by Mozart. You said, 
“You are one of those people 
who likes pretty things,” and I 
had said, “Aren’t you?” 

I told you that when 
I was much younger, a piano 
teacher had once tried to teach 

me to play that very piece, 
but that I always fumbled. 
I told you that the teacher 
said there was tremendous 
grace in the piece and that 
perhaps my fumbling was 
generated by the piece itself, 
that it disallowed its own 
progression, opening as it 
did, then retreating, returning 
again and again, as if it would 
never develop and worse, 
never end. 

“Our fingers want to 
follow through,” he said. 

You asked its name 
later and I said, “I don’t know 
its name even though once I 
tried to play it.” 

You nodded your 
head, then said, “By the way I 
should probably tell you, I am 
married. It’s complicated.” 

❝Once, she was beautiful, vibrant, seething with secrets.❞
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My brother is visiting. You 
must remember him. He is visiting 
to celebrate his twenty-fifth birthday 
in the city. He says he’s done with 
photography. He says at this point 
he’ll do anything as long as it brings 
him 100K next year, by thirty, 500K 
and by forty, millions. “No, millions is 
bullshit. Billions,” he says. I ask him 
if he has a certain vision of what it is, 
the job, or feat, that will bring him this 
money. He says, “I don’t know, and 
don’t care, that part doesn’t matter.” 
He scoops the rest of my French toast 
onto his plate and eats it. I wish I had 
a figure for the vision of the future. 

“I wish I just had a specific 
figure,” I tell him. “Really, I wouldn’t 
mind.” 

Then he asks, “So how’s the 
faux artist married loser who’s really 
just a construction worker, a nobody, 
a nothing? How’s he doing, you still 
fucking him?” 

To which I reply, “Still married.” 

“When’d you get so stupid, so 
irrational,” he asks. “You were not like 
this before. You were better than the 
two of us combined,” he says. 

I saw her only once at the 
corner grocery store. Your wife 
was picking out avocados from the 
organic batch while I pretended 
to examine the onions. She never 
threw just anything into the cart 
until she rubbed her fingers over the 
skin of each before replacing them, 
accounting for bruises and cracks in 
the skin. Eventually she found the 
ripest fruit without any blemish on 
the skin, and placed it into the cart as 
carefully as a physician might replace 
an instrument to his examining table. 
Once you told me that you loved this, 
this methodical nature in her, this 
careful, executing nature. She took no 
chances, you said. When I asked then 
why you loved me, you were quiet for 
a while then said, “Because you are 
different. Because you are not her.” 

❦
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A few months after we met, I 
began to babysit for the daughter of 
an old literature professor. I took the 
daughter to the botanical gardens in 
April to see the bloom of the cherry 
blossoms. The girl was about twelve 
at the time. We talked about school 
and the boys who had a crush on her. 
She told me that she hated English 
and that this made her mother upset. 
She said she preferred math because 
even if it took a long time, you could 
always find the right answer. That 
literature was stupid because there 
was no right answer. I told her that as 
a kid, I would weep with frustration 
more often when studying math than 
any other subject for that very reason. 
And then after a moment said, “Yes, 
you’re right, once you had found the 
answer to a math problem, there was 
nothing more rewarding.” 

It had been two weeks. I 
remember thinking that love was like 
an unsolvable math problem. How 

was it that I loved you but could not 
have you? How was it that triangles 
were perfect but that three not two 
was the summation of our love? 

After the bar, that first night, 
you took me to a concert. For an 
instant, the crowd budged between 
us and so I lost your hand. At that 
moment I felt relief. I remember it 
well. What did I need the aggravation 
for? We would not have to go through 
with this, I thought. It was just a kiss, 
and nothing more. I could live in this 
new place and then in a few days 
the whole memory of a stupid kiss 
would mean nothing at all. There was 
nothing inevitable about the meeting, 
nothing fated, nothing mythic. There 
was nothing about birds dancing 
figure eights in the sky as if an invisible 
hand or invisible string were guiding 
their interloping pattern, nothing 
because those circles, eventually, just 
break and dissolve. They cannot dance 
round and round one another year 

❦
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after year only to separate 
again. There was nothing in it 
at all. You were nowhere, no 
one. You were a stranger. 

But you found me 
and placed your hand on my 
shoulder. “Kara,” you said. 

I turned around and 
said, “I just want to be special. 
All of my life, I just wanted to 
be special.” 

And you said, “But 
that is what everyone wants, 
to be special.” 

I said, “But I want to 
be the only one.”

Often when leaving 
my own home in the morning, 
on your block, I’d pass that 
gaping factory space that I 
always thought was a secret 
sweat shop. Though I’d be 
walking fast, I could not help 
but turn to look. Inside there 
were those rows and rows 
of women, often Chinese or 
Mexican, bent over sewing 
machines. Between them 
roamed some Orthodox Jews 

and a few Arab or Pakistani 
looking men. It smelled like 
a laundromat, but I never 
really knew what they did in 
there. All I remember is the 
silent protest of their faces 
at my looking in at them, and 
me wanting to turn my head 
toward the cement, as if I were 
the one being prosecuted, 
incriminated, by their gaze. 

I fell asleep on the 
couple’s couch that hosted 
me last night. More and more 
I find it difficult to go home. 
I awake on friends’ couches 
fully clothed even with my 
shoes on. Drunkenly, I’ve 
left my contacts in, and in 
the morning my eyes are red 
and scratched as if I’d been 
crying. As the day progresses, 
I derive ways not to go home 
until I am sufficiently drunk. 
On their couch last night, I 
had two dreams. The first was 
that I was running through 
sprinklers but running so 
fast I was leaping or flying 

even. I felt so free, so light. 
The sun was spring-like and 
the water was more like a 
divinely scattered mist than 
originating in the mechanics 
of a timer. But when I realized 
why I had run through the 
sprinklers, run as fast and 
freely as any child, it was 
because I had a slip in my 
hand that I had to hand to my 
boss by 5:45 p.m. My boss was 
waiting by the elevator. 

The second dream 
I had was of a garden party. 
On the trees hung ornaments 
of light so that the garden 
seemed starlit or wreathed 
with fireflies. There were 
many handsome men around 
reading poetry but I was 
looking for you in all of the 
rooms. Suddenly I realized 
that every room housed some 
sort of computer part that 
was about to burst; the first 
room had a hard drive and 
in another, its monitor, but 
the last machine in the last 
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room I did not recognize. The 
party progressively filled with 
smoke. We all had to keep 
ducking beneath stairwells or 
behind doors to escape the 
fire. I never did find you. 

I told my brother that 
I was writing this letter. I 
wanted someone to tell me, 
that’s okay. That’s allowed. 
Everyone must express their 
misgivings, their goodbyes. 
Instead, he said, “Stop writing 
stupid fucking letters.” He 
told me it was pathetic, 
obsessive. “Write me a letter 
instead,” he said. 

“Write a letter to your 
baby bro instead.” 

I told him, “I know, 
I know,” but it was like 
excavating a song or a lyric, 
that I just had to get it right, 
just one last time. He said 
I would only keep making 
excuses for the last time, the 
last word, until I got so old 
I’d really be one of those fat 
depressing cat ladies. “Well 

you already kinda are.” He 
added, “Didn’t he tell you it’s 
over, didn’t he tell you that? 
It’s over Kara. When it’s over, 
it’s over. He’s probably found 
a new Kara. A younger lover.” 

“I’ll give up,” I said. 
“You’re right. I give up,” I told 
him. 

On the bureau of 
my new studio, I have a 
photograph of a man I dated 
during one of our “breaks.” He 
gave it to me, as I would write 
you letters, a little parting 
gift in hopes of not actually 
parting. It is of him beside 
the Adriatic after having 
won a swimming race with a 
friend. We slept together the 
first night we met, but in the 
morning I had wanted to flee. 
While he showered, I threw 
on my clothes like a fugitive 
and tiptoed out the front 
door, forgetting that I had 
written down my number for 
him the night before. I saw 
him two more times until he 
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told me that he was in love. I 
told him that my heart belonged 
to another. We were standing on 
the bridge when I told him this. 
I remember forcing my laugh 
down into a smirk when I saw 
the tears in his eyes. He took 
my hand and said, “But I would 
love you better than that man 
whoever he is, you are obviously 
not happy.” 

“But I am, but I am 
happy,” I shrieked. 

The pain in his face was 
delicious to me. The pain in his 
face reminded me of the sweet 
scrutiny with which I looked at 
you. 

When you would ask, 
“What are you looking at me 
like that for? I’ve told you again 
and again I cannot give what you 
want!” 

That photo is in the same 
place I once found a photo of 
you and your wife on your own 
bureau. She is staring at the 
camera and you are staring at 
her. You seem to be asking her 
a question much the way a child 
does when lost, confused, when 
on the verge of tears: a child 
saying to his mother, “Look at 
me look at me,” but not knowing 
how to say it, so throwing a 
tantrum instead. 

In the photos we took, 
your lips were smashed up 
against my cheek. Or your 
mouth was agape, laughing 
maniacally. Or you gazed directly 
into the camera, mischievously, 
unapologetically. And I, I was 
always looking at you.

She and I were 
your two unknown 
variables in an 
abstract equation. In 
the equation solving 
x, you were her 
husband, meek and 
doting, quotidian, in 
the equation solving 
y, you were my lover, vitriolic, 
passionate, made for myth or 
hallucination, in other words, 
lovely bullshit. If I could have 
stolen that photograph of you 
and her, I would have. I would 
have cut my hair to her sleek 
shape. I would have grown out 
my eyebrows. I would have 
rubbed my avocados for minutes 
with a patience unimaginable. I 
would have made sure no dream 
of mine could be pockmarked 
with bruises and boils. I would 
study her until I, too, became a 
wife. 

Later, after that day on the 
bridge, we became friends, the 
boy in the photo on my bureau 
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and I. We found a way to become 
friends. In fact, it was he I called 
when I knew I lost you. It was he 
who had advised me that if I ever 
despaired, missed you, to write 
it out, let it free, that heartbreak 
was good for one thing because 

the emptier 
the well, the 
more full the 
song. It was 
all the usual 
bullshit, but 
I fell for it, 
I had no 
choice.

Before 
he was found dead, he told me 
that he had met another woman, 
that he had met someone, and, 
like me, they had had an instant, 
spontaneous chemistry. He was 
in love, he said, but now she 
was pregnant and did not want 
to keep the baby. When I asked 
what he wanted to do, he said 
he wanted to marry her; she was 
the one, he said. I said, “Why 
not then, why not marry her? 
Doesn’t mean you have to keep 
the baby.” 

And he said, “Well it’s 
this complicated thing: she’s 
already married.” 

“Right,” I said. 
“But it’s not for love,” he 

protested, “It’s for money, her 
marriage.” 

I said, “Eli, Eli, maybe 
she’s not the one.” 

“But she is,” he said. “She 
is the one.”

A week after that phone 
call, two of his friends woke 
up after a party and found him 
floating dead in a pool. Their 
guess was that he had got 
caught underneath the tarp that 
shut automatically at midnight 
to protect the night wind that 
brought unwanted detritus. He 
had just wandered out, they said. 
No one thought anything of it, 
his wandering out. Everyone 
knew it was an accident. 

He was a not the type to 
commit suicide; he was romantic 
but not a fool. There was no 
further questioning because 
there was no letter. There was no 
way it was suicide. He just wanted 
to take a swim, they said. I often 
wondered what he was thinking, 
fighting against that canvas of 
tarp, pushing up against it with 
his head and his hands, thinking 
he’d be able to pierce it, what he 
was thinking right before he no 
longer had enough oxygen to 
think anything at all. 

This is it. My song is 
done.

❝It was all the usual 
bullshit, but I fell for it, 

I had no choice.❞

LETTER – HANNAH LILLITH ASSADI
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It was a dreary overcast day, close 
to noon in Billionsburg. I was 
walking to meet my friends for 

brunch. A hard snow had slicked out the 
streets, three days prior. The sidewalks 
were lined with slush the color of rank 
brandied jaundice. Decked out in my 
impenetrable INSAFLARE snow sneaks, 
I passed a dozen or so umbrellas, all 
silver-spoked and skeletal, sprinkled on 
the cracked pavement like anxious weeds. 
My guts were wrung from a mix of wine 
and beers from an okay party the night 
before. My mood was specific—disgusted 
en route to a shifted indifference. I was 
wiped. Tired. But mostly starving. 

My Billionsburg friends had been 
together, exploring various degrees of 
monogamy, for almost a decade. They 
owned about a billion comic books, 
between the two of them, stacked, 
cardboard-backed and pristine, all of it 
held for show in a cozy room in their 
Brooklyn apartment. I'd spent a lot of 
time in that room, either passed out, or 
hopped-up on caffeine. Nostalgic for all 
the things I'd liked as a kid.

The toys kept in that room were 
equally if not more impressive than the 

comics. Some were classic—like a jacked 
up Hulk that swiveled at the waist. Others 
were more obscure—from a two-foot 
tall Voltron-esque Predaking with silver 
swords for wings, to a robust plastic 
Glomulus: the Orange Lantern of Sector 
2826. Framed X-Men posters lined the 
walls. Along with photos of their dogs.

When I reached their place, I 
pressed a buzzer to let them know I'd 
arrived. Joel, a tall lanky blond wearing 
a tight Star Trek tee, hugged me at the 
gate. Once inside, he took my coat and 
offered me a coffee. His husband Eric, a 
lawyer I'd met at a Halloween party five 
years prior when we were both dressed 
as Lion-O, was in the middle of taking 
a giant Transformer apart with a shish 
kebab skewer.

“Don't you have a dremel?” I said.
“Charlie!” he said. “Nice socks. 

How's the cartoonist? He's here now, 
right?”

Charlie, short for Charlese, was 
what most people called me, aside from 
my mom and every teacher ever when I 
was growing up. Joel loved it. My lipstick 
tomboy! he called me, once giving me 
shit for wearing a t-shirt dress made 
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from what he called cheap 
jersey knit fabric. I saw Eric 
and Joel at least twice a 
month, or whenever I was in 
Billionsburg, and since they 
had long-succumbed to their 
own routine domesticity, they 
were always up to date with 
the details of my tragic love 
life. 

“Lousy,” I said. “He 
showed up fat.”

A few months prior, 
I'd hit it off with a Seattle 
cartoonist I'd met on OK 
Twinder.  We exchanged 
twexts for three months before 
we met. We Spacetimed for 
hours. When he finally came 
to see me, he had looked 
exactly like his pictures— 
which is seriously rare. We 
were making out within 
minutes. 

The sex was as decent 
as sex could be between two 
awkward people 

whose primary source of 
communication consisted of 
abbreviated phrases attached 
to avatars. The smells and 
sounds, it was curious and 
overwhelming—in a good 
way. But I lived in Brooklyn, 
and he had two months left 
on his lease in Seattle. The 
long-distance thing worked 
for roughly two weeks 
before our connection wore 
off and we began to argue 
about mundane things like 
emotional ignorance and 
physical necessity. 

By the time the 
cartoonist had arrived back 
to the east coast, I'd already 
become annoyed with his 
daily selfie obsession and 
his attention-centric rants 
on SPACEBOOK and 
GLITTER. The bottom line: 
this guy had issues that  
were not compatible with 

mine.  It didn't help that he 
had somehow managed to 
gain forty pounds in the two 
months that he'd been back 
in Seattle. But that didn't stop 
us from hooking up again. 
Then he left right after to feed 
his dog.

“Forty pounds?” 
said Eric. “That takes 
determination! Sounds like a 
narcissist, too.”

“How can he be a 
narcissist if he's fat?” said Joel. 

“2015,” I said, 
shrugging my shoulders like 
a nitwit. That was my go-to 
answer for anything I didn't 
really know the answer to: 
2015 and AMERICA— which 
I could've also said. 

“Oh,” said Joel. “Well 
cartoonists are the worst 
anyway. They create their own 
worlds because they can't 
stand reality and have zero

 social skills. 

 ❝How can he be a narcissist if he's fat?❞
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They're like lazy turtles.” 
Joel stretched his neck and 

smooshed it into his shoulders like an 
accordion.

“Your dick's a lazy turtle,” said 
Eric, lacing his shoes.
“You didn't think so this morning,” said 
Joel. 

Although Joel and Eric had 
been together for ten years, they'd 
been married for only two. Their post 
ceremonious booze cruise reception 
around New York Harbor had been 
fun and hilariously chaotic 
considering the dozen or so 
misfits guzzling Prosecco 
that day. On top of that, 
Joel's mom, Sheila, had 
almost fallen off the boat 
chasing her chihuahua, 

Margarita. 
“Mexican or American comfort?” 

said Joel.
“American,” I said. “Fried 

chicken. Meatloaf sandwich.” 
“MARVEL US!” said Eric.
“Literally,” said Joel. “There's a 

new place down the street where all the 
servers dress like superheros.”

“There's a cute barista that I 
would bang in a heartbeat.”

“The Punisher? He's okay if he 
doesn't smile,” said Eric. 

“I LIKE his gap,” said Joel.
“But they have an amazing 

meatloaf sandwich!” Eric continued. 
“The chicken and waffles are TO DIE.”

“I'm too sexy to die,” I said.
“They serve it with a grilled 
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grapefruit and this sweet apple shit,” 
said Joel. “If you don't get it, I will,” 
he said, handing me my coat. 

We were seated roughly forty-
five minutes after we got to Marvel Us. 
We even left for a while to check out 
some manga at a comic shop across 
the street. When we came back, the 
place was still packed. I checked in 
with the hostess who told us we were 
definitely next.

The three of us were in regular 
clothes, jeans and tees, like most of 
the brunch time crowd there, but the 
baristas, bartenders and servers were 
decked out in dramatic ensembles 
which featured capes, masks and 
other bedazzled accessories. When 
a blonde server who looked like 
Aquaman walked by in a full beard 
wearing a vintage Trident gum tee, I 
wasn't surprised. We were, after all, in 
the heart of Billionsburg. 

Most of the employees walking 
by were inclined to push me out of 
their way versus walking around me, 
so I made a joke about being the 
spawn of Magneto. 

“Scarlet Witch!” said Eric.
“Watch out,” said an urgent 

Wolverine. 
“Excuse me,” said a redhead 

wearing yellow Spandex pants. 
“Rogue's trying to absorb my 

power,” I said. 

“That's Kitty Pryde,” said Joel. 
“Kitty Pryde would've just 

fused right through her,” said Eric. 
Since Joel and Eric's eyes 

locked, like they were obviously 
having a moment, I decided to set my 
focus on a guy dressed in head-to-
toe blue, leaning against the barista 
stand. A mask was banded to the top 
of his head like a beret. Before I could 
figure out the make of the mask, a 
blond hostess dressed in head-to-
toe white Spandex walked up and 
announced, “Table for three?”

“Hooray,” I said.
“Nice boob window,” said Joel.
“Nice nothing,” said the 

waitress.
“White Queen represent,” said 

Eric, snapping his fingers in a zigzag.
As we sipped our Bloody Marys, 

a server with intricate sideburns and 
wild hair eased by with a dirty stack 
of plates. 

“Excuse me, Bub.”
“He IS NOT wearing Edward 

Scissorhands as adamantium claws,” 
said Joel. 

“Switch,” said Eric, having 
eaten half his fried pork chop. We 
exchanged plates clockwise. Eric took 
a giant bite of my meatloaf sandwich 
rendering it mostly useless. I forked 
a plump piece of shrimp from a pile 
of grits. 
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“Switch!” said Joel. 
“Wait a sec,” I said.
Joel stabbed a fried thigh 

with his butter knife. 
“He hates dark meat,” 

said Eric, chewing through 
a mouthful of meatloaf and 
brioche.

“You would know,” said 
Joel.

“So what were we talking 
about?” said Eric. “Oh yeah, the 
fat narcissist. Mr. Big Dick.”

“Ugh, the cartoonist,” I 
said. “Yeah, that part was okay, 
but he's a whore for attention.  A 
self-righteous radical that treats 
anyone who disagrees with him 
like shit. I deleted him from 
GLITTER after he went into a 
45-gleet rant about how white 
people are entitled racists.”

“Is he black, Hispanic?” 
said Eric.

“He's white!” I said. 
“Well, looks like Cyclops 

isn't,” said Joel, eyeing a black 
server wearing a makeshift 
visor. “The Enterprise called, 
they want their Chief Engineer 
back.”

“Damn,” I said.
“What?” said Joel. “Look, 

white people who get indignant 
about that kind of shit on 
GLITTER usually don't actually 
care about the larger issues, they 
just want to be recognized for 
appearing to care. It's narcissism 
masquerading as empathy for 
people who demand to be 
noticed for their piety.” 

“Well said!” I said.
“He read about it on 

BUDSLEEZE,” said Eric.
“GLITTER is a gold mine 

of echo chamber enthusiasm,” 
said Joel, flicking a fry at Eric. 

“Switch,” said Eric, 
digging into my shrimp and 
grits before he got the plate.

“Let's change the 
subject,” I said, slicing into my 
third of a fried pork chop. 

“I think Beast over there 
is checking you out,” said Eric.

When I turned to look, 
it was the guy from the barista 
stand, same blue hoodie, same 
blue pants. His mask was over 
his face now and he was staring 
right at me.

“Cookie Monster?” I said.
“Brilliant,” said Joel.
“C is for celery,” said 

Eric, stirring his Bloody Mary.
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Our plates were empty 
and seconds from being taken 
by the time “Happy Birthday” 
reached my ears like some sad 
explosion of moaning. Gathered 
in the far side of the diner were 
the servers of Marvel Us singing 
to a guy dressed as Batman. 
The bearded Aquaman had also 
reappeared, swaying back and 
forth kind of cross-eyed as he 
presented Batman with a cake.

“I think Aquaman's on 
ecstasy,” I said.

“What a group of sane 
winners,” said Joel. 

“Are those Ewoks?” 
said Eric. “Or just really hairy 
children?”
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“My birthday's next week,” I said. 
“There's a fine line between growing 

and aging,” said Joel. “They're called wrinkles.” 
“You are the same age as the universe 

because matter can never be created or 
destroyed,” said Eric. “I learned that on the 

latest episode of Cosmos.”
After the employees finished their 
birthday song, they stepped aside to 
make way for a Finnish supermodel in 
a pair of fur-lined Speedos.  He wore a 
Thor helmet on his perfectly symmetrical 
head. In his hands he held a massive 
platter stacked with endless piles of 
breakfast food. Clunk! he placed it in 
front of Batman. 

“Good luck!” he said with an accent. 
A doe-eyed half-Asian She-Ra affixed a bib to 
his neck. Batman grinned, taking a few deep 
breaths. He rolled his shoulders while gargling 
his Sprite. Beside him the Punisher was holding 
a timer.

“There's gotta be at least fifty pancakes 
there,” said Eric. 

“Look at all that bacon,” I said. 
Besides the pancakes and bacon, there 

also appeared to be a dozen fried eggs, a 
giant plate of sausage, ten biscuits, five bowls 
of cheese grits and a single grapefruit, which 
Batman decided to nimbly attack first. She-Ra 
was already checking her phone.

“He has an hour to do it,” said Joel. 
“Do what?,” I said, “Explode?”
“I feel exposed,” said Joel, sliding on a 

❝ ❛There's a fine line between 
growing and aging,❜ 

said Joel. 
❛They're called wrinkles. ❜ ❞
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pair of dark-rimmed glasses.
“Did Joel leave? Who's this guy?” said 

Eric, looking at Joel. “Hello, I'm Eric, what's 
your name?”

“Cunt Kent,” said Joel. “I'm a reporter 
for the Daily Stoozle.” 

When we stood to leave, Batman was 
stuffing a slush of pancakes into his mouth 
from his hands as the Punisher checked the 
time, smiling.

“I like the gap,” I said.
“Told you said,” Joel.
“What's he win for eating all that shit?” 

said Eric. 
“AMERICA,” I said.
“The fat narcissism award,” said Joel.
“A pic on the puker wall of fame,” said 

Eric.
Just then, Batman lifted a bowl of grits 

and smooshed it into She-Ra's tit. She-Ra 
grabbed Batman by the cheeks, smashed his 
face into her grit-smeared bra and laughed. 

“Aw, they're in love,” I said.
“Disqualified!” said the Punisher.
“By the power of Gritskull,” said Eric.
Following Joel's advice, I slipped the 

Cookie Monster my number. Shortly after that, 
we added each other on SPACEBOOK, and 
the weekend after that we went on a weekend-
long date to a comics convention. The best 
part? He's never in a rush to leave after sex—
which to me that's the best part. And yes, I'll 
admit I've still never seen his face, but his abs 
are rock solid. Out of this world.

BILLIONSBURG – SABRA EMBURY
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Ra rises on the eastern 
horizon. Behold 
Sebastian between two 

isles, one large, one small. As sky turns 
red, the cap of a mushroom cloud 
disperses up and into stratosphere 
and air redolent with carbon floats 
westward as salt breeze wafts off the 
sea. A new beginning, an epoch of 
change, a swollen moon sets, the dead’s 
eyes remain open yet see nothing, and 
Sebastian walks downstream to a future 
that rests upon him with the weight and 
wisdom of twenty centuries gone. 

“I shall not go into the fire,” he 
whispers, “For today my heart is filled 
with gladness.” 

As he walked, he recalled his 
morning bridge prayer as the beginning 
of yet another day in a history of billions, 
in a land where a million stories have 
been known to begin. It was a new age 
for him, yet he had no reason to be 
nervous for the day’s garden party; for 
everyone has celebrated a sunrise or 
two and he could always fall back on 
this in conversation: the homage with 
which east and west heavens come 
together.

Which way does the East River 
run? His Adam's apple bobbed as he 
wondered who Jasper might introduce 
him to—but good things happen when 
you least expect it, so he removed 
the possibility of love from his mind. 
Sebastian first met Jasper unexpectedly 
in a café—one with unsanded wooden 
floors, marble tables, and fine espresso—
where he went to read Don Quixote 
around the other focused, young 
attractive people who clicked away on 
their MacBooks, working on graphic 
designs or writing book reviews.

 When he looked up after half 
an hour he caught Jasper's big eyes 
perusing the cover. They chatted until 
Jasper left for prior engagements, 
handing Sebastian an address written 
on a recycled napkin, which he now 
held in his hand. Part of Sebastian's 
problem was that whenever he found 
himself falling in love, he thought of his 
dead mother. He was aware of this, and 
yet he had moved to a neighborhood 
of old breweries, Chinese buffets, 
horchata cafes and pool halls because 
it reminded him of where he lived with 
her as a child. Days like these, when the 
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afternoon light fell over the cracked 
sidewalks, reminded him of those 
afternoons when she lifted up her 
shirt, inviting him to her thick nipples 
and wide areolas as his stubby erection 
rubbed against his Batman underwear 
and he crawled onto the blanket in her 
lap as she sat in her feeding chair. 

Is it normal to breastfeed a three-
year-old child? Sebastian’s mother fed 
him sour milk against doctor’s orders 
in anticipation of her premature death. 
She remained his guardian angel after 
he weaned himself, though he had yet 
to find a love which could replace hers. 
The subway tracks and smells of halal 
and fried chicken receded as shouts 
of hawkers selling baseball caps and 
elastic belts faded the way playground 
voices do to the closer of a window. 
Mom kept the windows closed after she 
got sick. 

Would Jasper be there yet? 
Would he recognize him? Would he be 
as nice as he was the other day? 

“It starts at two,” Sebastian 
said aloud to himself. He had been 
nervous since he woke, counting the 
minutes until he had to leave to make 
a fashionable entrance, planning his 

afternoon to arrive neither too early nor 
too late. A shower for fifteen minutes, 
dress and primp for half an hour, lunch 
forty minutes more—a car playing hip-
hop with its windows down shook him 
out of his head, making him stagger. He 
was still getting used to all the noise in 
Brooklyn, despite being back for more 
than a few months. Garbage trucks 
wheezed and warehouses buzzed 
but smells of wontons and tortillas 
reassured him that his neighborhood 
was home. Plus his windfall went 
farther here than if he had bought a 
co-op in a nicer part of town. 

He had dubbed his new 
apartment The Laurel. It was on the 
corner of Myrtle Avenue, where Henry 
Miller once killed a man. Its selling 
point was not the refinished kitchen 
with stainless steel appliances or the 
two southern-exposed bedrooms, 
but the train passing his living room 
window, a memento mori of sorts. The 
lights shuddered every time that steel 
cannonball shuttled past, reminding 
him of his childhood, how pain 
ennobles, and that the world outside 
continued to spin. For even after one’s 
death, trains keep their tracks. 
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A verdigris dome loomed a few 
avenues distant, with sycamores and 
brownstones running both sides of the 
street, and he wondered what delicacies 
the barbecue would offer. Foie gras, 
smoked meats, melons, curious 
peaches, nectarines and ripe apples 
rolling themselves into his reaches? He 
halted outside a black-iron gate in front 
of the apartment number that matched 
the one written on his napkin. With 
an exhale he shifted the wine bottle’s 
plastic bag to his left hand, lifted the 
latch and walked to the glass door and 
silver panel that held the buzzers. His 
butterflies flapped harder. He pressed 
1L and waited, hoping that this was 
not a twisted joke Jasper played on 
strangers new to the scene. 

Five seconds passed. Ten. Had 
he pressed hard enough; was this even 
the right address? 

In a panic, he withdrew the 
napkin from his pocket to check it with 
the number above the door, which at 
that moment buzzed. Sebastian jumped 
and exclaimed, recovering quickly so he 
did not miss his chance. He exhaled and 
pushed, entering a shadowed linoleum 
hall. The familiar smell of fried onions 

loosened his shoulders, a merengue's 
bass throbbed, and maroon-painted 
wood panels stretched to the music's 
origin. The families upstairs were 
celebrating Saturday afternoon after a 
long week of collared labor. They were 
lucky for living here, at least for their 
cheap rent as compared to the white 
people—like him, he supposed—
driving up prices block by block; this 
building was better made than his own, 
built to last, he noticed, grabbing the 
oak bannister. 

Sebastian’s paying more for his 
apartment was perhaps his dues for 
not having to work. He thanked the 
gods that he was a man of letters and 
could study his passions, the arts. Such 
freedom was priceless but he was not 
nearly done asking for divine help; 
he would need more guidance in case 
things got weird with the strangers 
he was soon to meet. He shifted the 
wine again from one hand to the other, 
plastic bag cutting into his hand like 
wire. The bag was heavy although it 
only held a single bottle of red. He 
knocked a rum-bum-pa-bum-bum to 
the gray-lacquered door and had the 
feeling someone was watching him 
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so he moved close to the 
peephole, which was like 
looking through the bottom 
of a fish bowl. Then a brown 
eye appeared and he pulled 
back and straightened as 
the lock clicked and a pretty 
brunette stood under the 
lintels. 

"Hi!" she greeted, 
blank gaze scanning his 
face. 

“Hi. Jasper invited 
me to a party here?" he 
asked. 

"Oh," her tone 
kindlier. She said her 
name and he replied with 
a hello and handed her the 
wine, which she accepted 
graciously. She asked his 
name, holding out a hand 
the way an adult does 
to a precocious child. 
He introduced himself, 
recognizing that he had 
immediately forgotten how 
to pronounce her name: it 
was either Alana or Elena. 
Or Alena. Or Elana. He 

hated himself for being 
too embarrassed to ask. 
Too late, he thought, as she 
invited him in and turned, 
thin brown arms swinging. 
What if he said it wrong and 
she didn’t correct him and 
he went through the party 
thinking it was one but it was 
the other and later he said it 
and someone else corrected 
him? How mortifying, how 
much it would embarrass 
her, she who has probably 
been correcting people her 
whole life on how to say her 
name and here he’d been 
too discourteous to pay 
attention. One thing was 
certain, he wouldn't risk 
saying it unless he had to. 

The textures of the 
apartment, burnished steel, 
black leather, unfinished 
wood and shiny plastic 
distracted him from his 
worry and a man with long, 
center-parted dark hair 
turned from the counter, 
vegetable knife in hand. 

For a moment Sebastian 
thought he was going to 
stab him. But he was only 
chopping an onion, and 
he smiled in response to 
Sebastian's grin. Rather 
than let his hostess walk 
on without him, Sebastian 
passed the man with a little 
wave and followed Alena or 
Elana outside. 

Synthetic patio 
furniture filled most of 
the wooden deck; steps 
led into the garden and a 
magnolia tree shaded the 
rear half of the rectangular 
plot. Sebastian realized that 
fifteen minutes was not 
fashionably late enough; 
the yard was completely 
empty save a small Corgi 
who raced to meet him. 
“Down Shannon," called 
his hostess perfunctorily as 
he dusted paw prints from 
his jeans. 

Alena or Elana 
apologized, "She's still a 
puppy.” 
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“It’s fine,” he 
scratched the dog's head 
with a smile.

Sebastian had never 
had a pet as a child though 
he'd always wanted one; his 
father's excuse was that no 
one was home to take care of 
an animal. Shannon licked 
his hands to thank him for 
scratching that special spot 
under her cheeks. Then 
Alena or Elana called her 
again and she bounded 
away, overjoyed to be loved 
by a stranger and her best 
friend. 

 "Help yourself," 
Alena or Elana said, pointing 
to a bowl of purple punch on 
the table. “Everyone should 
be here soon. I have to finish 
the guacamole.” And, with 
that, she turned on her heel 
and closed the door behind 
her, leaving Sebastian alone 
again. 

He sat at the table and 
stared at the pink petals on 
the magnolia, each refracting 

a different color, a luminous 
bulb of alternate light 
wavelengths encompassing 
shades unknown to the 
human eye as the wind blew 
and the boughs bounced, 
alive, stretching, reaching 
for more sun. And yet how 
long would it be until the 
heat came and waxy green 
leaves replaced each? 
The door opened. Half-
expecting this arrival to be 
Jasper, Sebastian turned to 
see a tall fellow with thick 
glasses stride to the sangria. 
He was wearing a light blue 
cambric shirt slightly lighter 
than his own, with a breast 
pocket. He smelled like 
lemons and the color blue, 
but that was probably just 
the scent of his dryer sheets. 
Sebastian almost said 
hello, but decided against 
it. Once the thick-glasses 
guy ladled his cup full, he 
returned inside. Sebastian 
considered following him, 
asking to help the hostess, 

but rather than risk saying 
her name incorrectly, he 
moved under the magnolia 
tree, praying for Jasper 
to arrive before the party 
began in earnest and he had 
to meet more people whose 
names he would probably 
mispronounce or worse. 

Half an hour passed, 
during which a handful of 
people showed, throwing 
curious glances at the fool 
under the tree whom no 
one recognized. Sebastian 
smiled politely and nodded 
when he made eye contact 
with anyone, the while 
telling himself not to panic, 
that Jasper would be here 
soon. When he arrived ten 
minutes later, Sebastian was 
surprised to see him with 
company: a tall guy with 
an artist’s lank hair and the 
hipster’s cooler-than-thou 
fashion: leather pants, cutoff 
t-shirt with a graphic kitten 
in a teacup, American flag 
bandanna around his neck. 
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Sebastian reproached himself 
for expecting Jasper to appear alone, 
for envisioning an exclusive friendship 
based solely on an invitation. Sebastian 
weaved his way through the crowd 
until he faced Jasper, who greeted him 
and introduced his friend as 'Dominic 
Pulmonetti, the art world's latest 
enfant terrible.' Dominic pushed his 
hair behind his ears and bobbed his 
head, sticking out a warm, sticky hand. 

Jasper said, "I met Sebastian 
yesterday; he’s a good guy." 

Dominic smiled, reared back to 
fish his phone out of his pocket and 
handed it to Sebastian before taking a 
long slug of his beer. Sebastian input 
his number and handed back the 
phone, noticing Dominic's jewelry. 

"Interesting necklace," he said. 
"Where did you find it?" 

"This?  My uncle bought me 
these two ounces of silver when I got out 
of rehab.” Dominic smiled a disarming, 
almost childlike, gap-toothed grin as 
he fingered the accessory. “Said it’s a 

good investment, what with the price 
going up. I'm waiting to sell them at a 
hundred bucks an ounce. Meanwhile 
I made it into a necklace for safe 
keeping." 

"How sartorial." 
"Yeah, it's been eight months 

and they’ve almost doubled in price.” 
“But he’s still paying the costs,” 

Jasper said. 
“What do you mean?" Sebastian 

raised an eyebrow. 
“The H,” said Dom, shaking his 

head, staring at his black hi-tops. 
“H?" asked Sebastian. 
Dominic sniffed, “A couple 

years ago I went to Harlem for some 
acid. My guy was like, 'Hold up dude, 
before you go, you gotta try this.' He'd 
done it for years, so he had these thick 
veins that could carry deep, but me, 
mine are thin. So he was looking for 
the one that everyone  shoots in and he 
couldn't find it. When he finally did, 
he said, 'I found that motherfucker 
and now I'm gonna pop it!'" 

❝But then there are mornings you get out of 
bed and all you want to do is tie up.❞
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Sebastian was wide-eyed. 
"He put the needle in my arm 

and I passed out for three hours." 
Dominic upended his beer and wiped 
his mouth with the back of his hand. 
His gaze floated into the sky. 

"I'm glad you survived,” said 
Sebastian. 

"It's badass, but then there are 
mornings you get out of bed and all 
you want to do is tie up. One morning 
I couldn't find my vein so I was poking 
and poking in the bathroom for like 
an hour and my roommate’s pounding 
on the door like, Dom, hurry up, I 
gotta go, and I’m like, just a second. 
Meanwhile there's blood everywhere, 
and when I finally found it, I stuck it 
in there and passed out on the toilet. 
He wound up shitting in the kitchen 
sink. No shit.” Dominic laughed and 
wiped his eye with an index finger. His 
nails were painted black. 

"These are the reminders," he 
held out his forearm, scarred with tiny 
black pinpricks and giggled, “until I get 
rich enough to afford laser removal, I 
guess.” 

Sebastian grabbed his own 
arm in the same place, pained with 
Dominic’s stigmata. 

"Dom, are you scaring this 
gentleman?" It was the man in thick 
glasses, smiling as he strolled into 
their circle, thumbs wiggling, hands 
in his pockets. "No one wants to hear 
your drug tales.” 

Jasper pointed at Sebastian, 
"He asked."  

The man in glasses eyed 
Sebastian. "You're wearing my shirt," 
he grinned. 

Sebastian looked down at his 
sleeve, then back at the man in thick 
glasses. "Mine has this blue stripe," he 
said, rubbing his shirt. 

"Yeah?" He leaned in, fingered 
Sebastian's sleeve and straightened. 

"Yeah," he said. 
"Good. Because if we were 

wearing the same shirt I'd make you 
take yours off." 

Sebastian's eyebrows 
contracted. 

"Just kidding, it’s a fine shirt. 
Name's Karl Bagdasarian. Where'd 
you get it anyway?” 

“My father,” he replied and 
glanced at Jasper, who rolled his eyes. 

Karl squinted and cocked his 
head. His coiffure bounced as he 
folded his arms and asked, "What are 
your favorite films?”

Sebastian looked to the sky in 
thought, half-expecting this kind of 
quiz from a man who would wear such 
pretentious oval glasses. “Breathless, 
La Dolce Vita, Au Hasard—” 

"Great, great," he whispered, as 
though listening to a recitation of his 
favorite poem. 

“Win any money on the dogs 
lately?” asked Dom, rubbing his chin 
as he grinned. 
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“Here and there,” nodded Karl 
appraisingly. 

“Dog racing?” asked Sebastian. 
“Bingo. If you're out of work 

Wednesday, I've got the name of a real 
winner. Lay twenty down and I'll guarantee 
you a hundred." He scratched his sternum. 
Sebastian wondered if Karl was serious. 
Even if he was, he couldn’t support the 
way those poor greyhounds were bred and 
treated. "Wednesday I have a lot of reading 
planned,” he 

"Are you in school?" 
"Somewhat." 
"All right. Well, we should get up 

sometime. Give me a call.” Karl reached into 
his back pocket and extracted a business 
card from his wallet. It was red and black 
with a picture of himself beaming toothily. 
"Made those myself,” he said. 

At that moment Alena or Elana 
asked Jasper for help in the kitchen and 
Dom followed them inside. Karl turned 
to a heavy girl with brown curls and large 
breasts and Sebastian figured he wouldn't 
want to be interrupted. He was alone again, 
surrounded by strangers in conversation. 
Then and there, out of nowhere, he spotted 
a woman in an olive grove at the foot of a 
mountain where gods rolled boulders and 
called it chance. Unripe fruit hung off trees, 
lambs bleated and sparrows gossiped. The 

sun sheathed this wood nymph in light. 
With her hair crowned by vine leaves, 
dappled fawnskin over her left side, she 
struck a stone with her thyrsus, so that 
water gurgled as she bent to cup it to her 
button mouth. Her costume of frenzy and 
Bacchic ritual made him question whether 
she were maiden, of Diana’s ilk, and as 
he approached he waited for her to call 
upon the river gods for protection, for her 
bosom to become ringed in bark, her hair to 
bloom into foliage and her arms to harden 
into branches. A whiff of ivy floated on the 
breeze; her upturned nose and doll-eyes, 
honey-colored hair beckoned him on. 

“To gather that hair behind her neck, 
to kiss her nape,” he whispered, and lost 
himself in thinking of her other hidden 
parts. Passion fired his soul, fueled by empty 
hope. He was ready to raise a jubilant paean 
of triumph in her name. 

“Cheers, fair Daphne!” he said, in his 
manliest voice. "I like your dress. Is black 
your favorite color?" 

"It's a skirt.” She hid her mouth with 
her cup. 

"Renoir said that black is the queen 
of colors. I would say it's a color for a queen." 

She stared back, unblinking, her 
smile gone. 

He continued, "Renoir is my favorite 
Impressionist. No one captured life's 
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subtleties and essences the way he did. He 
made the most banal events seem divine." 

“I prefer Degas. Or Gauguin." She 
lowered her cup and wrapped a tendril of 
hair around her finger. A sparrow chirped 
above. 
“Ah, a Gauguin girl. Both knew how to paint 
women, almost like voyeurs, really. Have you 
ever been to the South Pacific?" 
She half-laughed. He looked at her ardently. 
“Yeah. I've been to Fiji." 
"I could tell." Evoking pleasant memories 
associates them with the present. He asked, 
"Do you remember the color of the water 
there?" 
She squinted and deadpanned, "Blue."
"Almost turquoise, right? White sand bars, 
palm trees. Blue like the color of your eyes?” 
When she didn’t reply, he went on, "Can I 
ask you a strange question?” 
“Stranger than the ones you’ve already 
asked?” 
"Are you afraid of death?" 

She looked at the boughs of the 
magnolia as she placed a finger over her 
mouth. "Only during sex," she smiled. 

He consciously mirrored her body 
language; another tactic he’d read that makes 
people more comfortable in conversation. 
"Why?" he asked, straightening and crossing 
his legs. 

“We're only allotted a certain number 

of orgasms in life. So every time I have one, 
I'm closer to the end." 

He gulped as he smoothed his hair 
and tried to control the escalating sexual 
tension. 

"I only think about death when I'm 
alone, when I'm lonely," he said. 

A silence came over them. He laughed, 
“Some days I pretend I've got prostate cancer 
and I'm going to die tomorrow. So I act 
accordingly." Hands outspread, motioning 
toward her, "Like this." He smiled, hoping 
that she understood. "I'm dying right now," 
he said, "I'm ready to go." 

She drank from her plastic cup. Her 
stare was empty, one arm still draped under 
her slight bust. He could not tell if she was 
judging him or trying and failing, giving 
him a chance. 

He went on, "My mother didn't 
want to go. I asked if she was excited. She 
said, 'But I can't take you with me.' And I 
realized that she was never coming back. 
It hit me so hard," here tears rose in his 
eyes and he shook his head. "I don't know 
why I'm telling you this," though he did, 
he knew exactly why, and he continued his 
story, ignoring himself, "I cried until I fell 
asleep. When I woke she was dead. Since 
then I've resolved to live for everything: 
sadness, excitement, pain, whatever." 

She crossed her arms and blinked 
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four times. 
"I hope that wasn't 

too morbid," he said. "I hate 
talking about the weather. I told 
you because I know you’re a 
philosopher; I can tell you aren’t 
afraid." 

She smiled and sipped 
again. 

“That sadness in your eyes 
is everything. If I never speak with 
you again, I'll be losing something." 

She raised her eyebrows. 
"I'm seeing someone." Her eyes 
rose over the heads in the crowd, 
searching for the man she came 
with. 

"Oh," he blushed. "It 
doesn't have to be like that. I just 
like talking. Let me buy you dinner 
sometime. When are you free?" 

She brushed her hair back 
from her face and said, “Fine, but 
text, don't call," waiting for him 
to take out his phone before she 

recited her number. 
"What's your name?" He 

laughed at this oversight in his 
excitement. 

"Lexi," she said, arm still 
crossed over her chest. 

"Sebastian." He held out 
his hand and took her thin fingers 
in his, imagining that his mother 
was watching him, giving him this 
opportunity to love. Unwilling 
to overdraw his luck, he bid Lexi 
goodbye and left the garden party 
high on adrenaline. He did not see 
Karl, Dominic or Jasper on his way 
through the busy kitchen and he 
was unaware until after he walked 
out the front door that he had 
not said goodbye. Waving off this 
rudeness, and partially grateful 
for avoiding any further social 
confrontations, he closed the gate 
behind him and moved toward The 
Laurel, reflecting on how Fortuna 
had spun her wheel.
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Ludmilla craned her neck to 
see the collector up ahead. 
She watched his smooth, 

bald head bob up and down 
as he took sample after sample 
from the line of people with calm 
precision. His face never changed; 
he never showed any sympathy or 
frustration or amusement of any 
kind. She imagined that was part 
of his training— all the collectors 
she had ever seen had been like 
that. 

All around her were more 
lines and more collectors, a cruel 
perversion of the grocery stores 
of her youth. Back then, people 
dressed nicely and the stores 
played music, and instead of 
collectors there were cashiers who 
took your money and helped you 
bag up your food. Now, there were 
children who had no memory of 
that time. To them, there had always 
been collectors and people had 
always given samples, though the 
line was still a place of expectation 
and hope for them. They had never 
known it as the happy place she 
remembered, though, and they had 
never seen the lines full of healthy, 
busy people. These were shells of 
people, sick and broken, in stained 
and faded rags, shoes with busted 
toes, sallow-skinned, lethargic. She 

had a hard time remembering how 
it felt to be any other way.

This would be the first time 
Ludmilla had something of worth 
to give the collectors. After years 
of offering only enzyme samples, 
she finally had what they really 
wanted—a tissue sample. She 
looked down almost lovingly at the 
metal pill in her hand. 

Other people held them 
also: small metal containers with 
chunks of fatty tissue sitting inside. 
She had to keep it covered in order 
to fight the urge to eat hers, as many 
had in the past— a side effect of 
their strange disease. Things that 
had never seemed edible before 
started to look appealing.

People who ate their samples 
before getting to the collector did 
not get their ration of medicine, 
and the things they did when this 
happened were truly desperate. 
Some tried to force themselves 
to vomit, or punched themselves 
in the stomach, or howled as they 
collapsed on the floor in anger. The 
hardest to watch were the ones 
who quietly stepped out of line and 
went home, too weak or depressed 
to be upset. Not a month went by 
that at least one poor soul didn’t 
devour his or her own sample—or 
worse, someone else’s. 

THE SAMPLE
Written by Camille Navarro
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In those cases, there was 
often screaming and fighting, 
but she had seen murders as 
well. Last month there had been 
a riot and the collectors had 
packed up early, leaving those 
still in line with no medicine 
or aid. It had resulted in such 
a difficult month that this time 
the lines were absolutely silent. 
An old man she recognized 
from her neighborhood waved 
to her from the next line over. 
She smiled softly and raised her 
hand in brief response.

“You have a tissue sample 
today,” he said quietly, sounding 
pleased.

“Yes,” she said, smiling in 
spite of herself. “I found a lump 
under my breast on Monday.”

“Oh, that’s lucky,” the old 
man said. “That’s one of the less 
painful places. It won’t affect 
your mobility either.” 

He lifted his cane in 

her direction. The unfortunate 
man had a growth on his ankle 
that made walking difficult, she 
knew. Still, he managed to make 
it to the same line every month 
for the collection.

“Good luck to you,” he 
said, and walked up for his turn 
with the collector.

“Next,” Ludmilla heard. 
It was her turn as well. She 
stepped forward anxiously.

“Name.” The collector 
looked down at his clipboard.

“Ludmilla Kovacs.”
“Sample.”
“Tissue.”
“Type.”
“Breast.”
She set the metal pill in 

front of him on the counter. He 
fixed a jeweler’s loupe to his eye 
and then opened it with gloved 
hands, extracting the small, fatty 
blob with a pair of tweezers. 
The sight of the thing made 

❝When he replaced the sample in the small 
metal pill, she fought the urge to slap his 

hands away and devour it. ❞
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her feel like an animal, and she 
watched greedily as he turned 
it this way and that to inspect 
all surfaces. The pink skin, the 
greasy nacreous underside, the 
lumpy opaque consistency of it 
made her think of tapioca dried 
to the side of a bowl—how she 
had loved tapioca once! When he 
replaced the sample in the small 
metal pill, she fought the urge to 
slap his hands away and devour 
it. She furrowed her brow and 
wiped her sweaty palms on the 
sides of her dress, holding the 
fabric tightly to keep them there. 
The collector was not unaware—
he quickly placed the pill inside 
a cheerful yellow box. Before he 
replaced the lid and moved it out 
of her reach, she saw that it was 
filled with roughly two inches 
of silver, thumbnail-sized pills—
samples just like hers. He turned 
back to his clipboard.

“This is your first tissue 
sample,” he said.

“Yes.” Ludmilla’s eyebrows 
relaxed.

“When did you discover 
your growth?”

“Last Monday.”
“Does it pain you?”

“No. It just feels harder 
than usual, like a...like a big 
tapioca bubble under my skin.” 
She swallowed the saliva pooling 
in her mouth.

“Good.” The man flipped 
through a few pages, jotted a 
quick note, and then pulled a 
gold-colored metal pill out of the 
front pocket of his lab coat. “You 
have gone without a tissue sample 
for quite a long time. I would like 
to take a sample of your healthy 
tissue also, if you don’t mind.”

“Yes, of course.” 
Ludmilla was surprised by 

this turn of good fortune. It was a 
rare request, and often it meant 
an extra food voucher on top of 
the ration of medicine. She lifted 
her shirt part way up her midriff 
and the collector nipped a quick 
sample from her stomach, leaving 
a bandage in its place. She looked 
at the ceiling as he worked, 
hoping to avoid a desire for the 
new sample. She heard the soft 
scrape of cardboard on the desk 
and then the clink of metal on 
metal as he brought the box back 
out and put the new metal pill 
inside. Only after she heard him 
close the box did she pull her 
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shirt back down and return 
her attention to the collector. 
To her surprise, she saw the 
top of his head—he was 
looking under the counter 
for something. The jarring 
yellow of the box cried for 
her attention, and without 
thinking she laid her hands 
upon it. 

Her heart began to 
pound. “Take it and run!” a 
voice inside her cried. “Leave 
it alone!” another voice cried 
in response. Her hunger 
reared up and tightened her 
grip; her own fear and pride 
kept her feet in place. She 
stared at the box anxiously, 
as if waiting for it to tell her 
what to do.

Suddenly the 
collector’s hands slammed 

on top of hers, and she knew 
the moment was gone. Shame 
and confusion washed over 
her as she continued to 
stare at the box. A few tense 
moments passed before she 
loosened her grip and slowly 
pulled her hands away, and 
the collector moved the box 
out of her sight.

She wanted to say she 
was sorry, but she could not 
speak. The collector’s face 
was unchanged. He handed 
her a small box and an 
envelope. 

“Take two pills a day, 
with food if possible,” he 
said. 

“Thank you,” she 
whispered.

“Next,” said the 
collector.
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Transient bicycle of the blue-black sky
Where black garbage ended in a dumpster

Time readies a suitor in this warehouse district
Clearing in fervor aren’t so distinct

That TV series archived in booklets of CDs
Dawn to decadence in a day so forgotten.

Yet return a decade hence and discover the forced growth
Marshalled from rooty strings—the horses break

Out their wooden glory in such equality
And dust sifts its strata and smoke

And Margaret caught in the fiscal bucket, the placate exertion
And the child ingests nutrient rich bread for an advantage

Only the hypocrisy below—no, the pixels reply
And no rejoins—the world is cast

Upon itself writhing and blood-shot, flamed beneath the skin
And only forbearance brushes the widest allusion to any

Beyond; but live awhile and you see episodes melt up
A day’s reality in spite of itself—and yet there the same!

Come back a decade later and something is changed
Strumming a broken guitar to ferns

Violent resumption brings a carport home
Only apple trees in memory, a waystation

To real, the perfect yard its—prehistoric display

YEAR OF THE HORSE
Written by Rob Crawford
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Here is where my name would be
With no introduction or notes on the text
The guest that arrived early
And almost never left

To move forward without the use of images
Or to gallop ahead with only images
Is both tempting and misleading
For what it’s worth

A man was strangled by a sentence filled with impurities
The eulogy was a guillotine that murdered everybody in attendance
Inside the urn was the possibility of millions of smudges
The incense a cloying gossip

However many times he was clever 
A woman slept with him
After he left them or was shown the door 
They all gained the weight of libraries

Handsome editions exist of anything worthy
Substance can be felt in the perfectly cut rectangles of books
You can marry a text and worship a manuscript
Suffer through pages of endless variety

Here again is where my name would be
No dates of completion or floating quotes
No dirty boots or misty-eyed mutts
Spoiling the snow

A LIGHT RAIN
Written by Armando Jaramillo Garcia
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Aphorisms are the dead birds of advice
Religions squat in the dirty corners of minds
Anarchy is not a philosophy but a pure state
Of decadence before the flood

Persona is a raw function that leads to regret
Anima deceives all but those adept in deception
Fainting is a way of falling down
No one can criticize

The convex sliver of blinding ecliptic light
The mundane belief in mischievous spirits
The controlled burn of fields
The indifference of all these parts

Anonymous crabs crawl in a garrulous state
Where sand and waves battle with results
A simple desire to punch the face of brats
The quickest way down for the couch is off the roof
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Thinking about anything or anyone in particular
Knick-knacks and dust collectors take shape
Empty spaces otherwise useless begin to resemble
The layers of language

Some live in houses others just in rooms
Without commas there are things like lamps and couches
Things that slide between or roll under
To lead a secret life

Here is where I would write my name by hand
No rococo flourishes no colophons
No cherished imprints 
To retrieve from the stacks

A humorous alteration of something serious
Laundry was the crushing existence of women
Buttered hair and hand mirrors
And other evolved changes

We who wrestle with beasts come to this
The polite expression of ourselves
Cuts and bruises on the forearms of sight
The crust of sleep

W_ never tried to explain anything of worth
This was the joke that was no laughing matter
The party favors he passed around were
Absolutely the best
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But no one who met him liked him very much
Still they would secretly touch him whenever they could
Even though the tips of their fingers
Might freeze and fall off

Ex prisoners-of-war are given that special
Key to ascend to any place of standing
Whether they be lieutenants of thought
Or utter fools

But we as popes of disarray have been given
The imprimatur to mechanically chip away
At the wonder of puzzles and other
Elaborate games

Exiles homosexuals and thieves
Fat cats and doctors
Persecuted princes and imperious imps
These are cherished friends

Angry boys delicate shut-ins
Amputees on the run drunken lechers
Or lepers and mute saints
Tattoo these leaves

V_ for instance could be nothing but himself
Conscience sprouted from his forehead like the rock of the sky
In the loaves of his liver and each kidney the grammar of disaster
Became as personal as sin

A LIGHT RAIN – ARMANDO JARAMILLO GARCIA
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Politics was his weakness and a vain wife
Both meddling cohorts of crass materials
He died with the least amount of fuss
Scribbling over his incomplete brief

Here I would like to say my name out loud
Confound the printers and binders
The grungy middlemen of no use
The bumbling owners of bookshops

Mornings stumble then race
Afternoons lollygag then rebound
Evening ironically wakes
The dark’s dry blooms

A sickly young man becomes
A robust older one while burrowing
Towards each other one cleverness
Cancels out another

The trick here is still to be guessed
The synthesis of the end in continuance
While other pressing issues express
Irksome delight

A light rain
In a compendium of choices
The variorum in a box set
Sets the inner workings
For someone to protect
In their oblique way
From getting wet
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I arrived at the Frankfurt airport in 1998
and immediately on landing met
a fellow language-camper called Q
who was a con man
as it turned out over the course of those three weeks.

THE FALSE FRIEND
Written by Stu Watson
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He said he was in training for
professional, major-league soccer
in the States—for Kansas City, he averred,
where he’d play once
his weeks at language camp were finally over.

His Puerto Rican flag bumper sticker
always led the cops to mess with him, he said,
though even then I could plainly tell
he wasn’t what he said he was at all:
I later learned he was, in the nature of things, Iranian,
and this was the year the American
team was humbled by Iran
in the World Cup in France
only a few weeks before
we all arrived in Germany to learn the tongue—
there had been much talk of The Great Satan
in the run-up to the match, and Q clearly felt
it best from then (perhaps from always?) to conceal
his ancestry from us, his fellows,
to hide behind a screen of athletic prowess.
And so his boasts went on for weeks, so strong
we finally started to mind, to see them as the clothes
of an intense manipulation, not the skin of truth,
not the skin of anything, just the skin
that he had in the game, the skin of a rubber ball:

❦
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the last week of the camp a team of language learners
drawn from all across the world faced off against
a Baden-Baden semi-pro youth side
in a match at the local football pitch:
and Q, he was our striker promising a litany of goals.
Sitting in the stands with my English friend
it occurred to me, the rareness of the spectacle
I saw unfold: the way Q limped across the field,
ineptly dodged teenaged opponents
as they swelled and stormed around him, stripping the ball,
a wake of uniformed German bodies,
his charisma melting away as the emptiness of his boasts
stood stark and clear before the press of the ruthless
efficiency of actual, silent skill—
I couldn’t help but remark, sitting in the stands:
“It’s as we’ve always said: the man’s a fraud.”

And word of this got back to him, of course,
and later in the dark he confronted me, my hand
resting on the new-bought butterfly knife in my pocket,
waiting and ready for a veiled attack that never came:
“I just thought that we were friends, man,
and then I hear you’re saying things about me
in the stands. I’m disappointed in you. Friends
don’t do that to each other, not where I come from.”
And where that really was to this day is a mystery.

THE FALSE FRIEND – STU WATSON

❦
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Where was failure in any of it?
Elders advise, "failure is the only impossibility on this planet"
I married a woman named Failure
we had a wonderfully horrible time together
we modeled ourselves after Morticia & Gomez
we never had kids though
her mother only lived with us when Pavarotti was Pagliacci
and my brother Fester turned out to just be me—
off that Easy Jesus.

We were both Lurch when the morning hollered
and I was the HAND when I would attempt to sneak
back in the house after fuckin' off all night
in the Village
O! We had a wonderfully horrible time
until I started seeing that sexy stripping munchkin, Triumph
which made her begin seeing that exotic anorexic giant, Success
the best thing we ever did for each other
was have the decency to admit, “I love you no less”
before we finally left.

WHEN I WAS A HUSBAND
Written by Malik Crumpler
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After you there is this fortress:
I am insane so must be in love.
There are moments of living right
next to each other. One moment
we are on the floor you hold
my knees against your chest.
One moment I am forcing you out
the door I am shoving off with a wave.

A cab is one big not enough offer
to stop my train of open wound silence.
I could be talking to you about how if
the largeness of stars will not understand
the intricacies of letters, and my womb
is like the moon inside of me, what
is pulling me to you? Why has all feeling
left me except the petting of a broken brick?

FEBRUARY
Written by Amanda Killian

FEBRUARY – AMANDA KILLIAN
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Who among us in the female 
gender hasn't yearned for 
something more? Out of life, 

out of a man and, secretly, out of ourselves. 
In Gustave Flaubert's famed debut novel, 
Madame Bovary, women are given a distinct 
and eerily accurate mirror of themselves—a 
crazed caricature of someone who will 
never—and can never—be satisfied.

The offense your average feminist 
might take at being compared to Emma 
Bovary in a manner relating to her 
patheticness, her inability to find release or 
temporary joy in anything other than men 
and material, is almost certain. In general, 
women prefer to relate to Bovary on the 
level that pertains to her helpless and 
hopeless nature. It wasn’t her fault that she 
committed adultery, it was her husband’s 
for being a sniveling, emasculated excuse 
for a male.

Charles Bovary is himself a complex 
character, damned to always end up with 
castrating women based on growing 
up in a household with his mother’s 
personality. Madame Bovary Sr., too, was 
a hateful, grudging matriarch, as depicted 
in Flaubert’s description, "[M. Bovary 
Sr.’s] wife loved him madly at first; she 

showed her love with a thousand gestures 
of servility, which estranged him even 
further from her. Once lively, expansive 
and generous, she become difficult, shrill 
voiced and nervous as she grew older, like 
uncorked wine which turns to vinegar." 
Seeing the relationship between his own 
parents as a child, Charles seemed to take 
an opposite approach in his treatment of 
the fairer sex. 

As a weakling and, therefore, picked 
on child, Charles continues to allow his 
mother to steer the course of his future 
by choosing his first wife, Heloise Dubuc. 
Although she is wealthy, Charles’ eye is 
caught by Emma Rouault, a local farm girl 
in the town of Tostes where he’s built his 
medical reputation. After mending the leg 
of Emma’s father, Rouault, a selfless and 
genuine man who (somewhat ironically) 
seems to have had no bearing on how 
Emma eventually turns out, Charles 
continues to visit the farm to “check up 
on him,” though his true intention is 
obviously to catch continuous glimpses 
of Emma. This leads Heloise to expire as 
a result of her own jealousy—yet another 
indication meant to demarcate the crazed 
irrationality of the female gender. 

EVERY WOMAN IS MADAME BOVARY
Written by Genna Rivieccio

EVERY WOMAN IS MADAME BOVARY – GENNA RIVIECCIO
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Like so many women, Emma has been falsely influenced by 
what romance truly entails. In modern culture, film and TV serve 
as the root cause of the collective female delusion about the three-
act structure of love. In Emma’s case, her self-deception stems 
from a steady diet of romance novels, a habit that quickly becomes 
a detriment to her after she marries Charles and experiences an 
intense and crushing disappointment over how unlike her fantasies 
it turns out to be, as evidenced in the description:

"Before she married, she thought she was in love. But the 
happiness that should have resulted from this love had not 
come; she must have deceived herself, she thought. Emma 
sought to learn what was really meant in life by the words 
'happiness,' 'passion' and 'intoxication'—words that had 
seemed so beautiful to her in books."

"Emma was at first bewildered, then she yearned for the child 
to be born in order to know how it felt to be a mother. But not 
being able to spend as freely as she wished—to have a cradle 
shaped like a boat with pink silk curtains and embroidered 

Detached from reality 
altogether, Emma does not see 
Charles as a real person, so much 
as an entity that was supposed to 
be designed to fulfill her every 
whim. When he fails to deliver 
on the tacit promise he made to 
accommodate her former lust 
for life, Emma seeks comfort 
and possible contentment in 
the illicitness of adultery. Again, 
the man, Rodolphe, a wealthy 
bachelor, is secondary to Emma. 
What’s important is the brief 
excitement she derives from 
having an affair, as though her 
world is re-made anew from the 
sheer forbiddenness of it all. And, 
yet again, she finds herself irked 
with Rodolphe, even after all the 

declarations of love and the ardent 
letters secretly exchanged. Yes, to 
be sure, every woman is Madame 
Bovary, always looking to trade 
up, never quite ready to reconcile 
their reality when it comes to 
relationships and social standing. 

Once Emma has had 
her breakdown in the wake of 
Rodolphe refusing to run away 
with her (which, of course, makes 
him look all shiny and new 
again), she finds solace in a new 
affair, motherhood be damned. 
In fact, her callousness on the 
maternal front is the most honest 
thing about Madame Bovary. 
Encapsulating her disinterest in 
child-bearing from the outset, 
Flaubert elucidates, 
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Relating the act of having a 
child to the burdensome financial 
woes that come with it is the latent 
fear that every woman has at her 
core. Having to pinch pennies not 
only for oneself, but for the child 
as well, Madame Bovary loses all 
sense of jubilance at the prospect 
of becoming a mother. Materialistic 
creatures by nature—even when 
they don’t want to be—women 
require things that men don’t: 
toiletries, non-tattered clothing 
and the occasional accessory. It’s 
ingrained in us to need these non-
essential things in order to look 
at least mildly gender-specific 
so that we might attract another 
human being. Try as we might to 
deny our frivolity in this respect, 
it’s impossible not to based on the 
average female appearance. 

Madame Bovary’s 
increasing comfortableness 
with subterfuge with regard to 
finding ways to leave their town 
of  Yonville in order to meet 
her latest flame, Léon, speaks 
not only to her selfishness, but 
her subconscious desire to self-
destruct as she reaches her bodily 
wilting point. The fact that Léon 
is younger also appeals to her 
vanity, and the notion that she’s 

finally the more powerful one. 
Another sad truth of womanhood 
is the knowledge that we become 
worthless once our bodies begin 
to reveal our age. 

The tragic end for both 
Emma and Charles is built up 
expertly, leaving you to feel pity 
for Charles and, essentially, 
nothing for Emma, who herself 
has become so void from ennui 
and resentment that she’s too 
cipher-like to experience much in 
the way of emotion toward. Her 
contempt for Charles, succinctly 
summed up with, "She would 
ask herself if there might not be 
a way, by other combinations of 
fate, to meet some other man, and 
she tried to imagine what these 
unrealized events, this different 
life, this husband she did not 
know, would be like. None of them 
resembled her present husband,” 
reaches its pinnacle with her 
suicide. And even then, the 
suicide isn’t as much about him 
as it is about the thought that she 
can no longer go on living lavishly 
after having the rug pulled out 
from underneath her (literally) by 
her creditor, Lheureux. And thus, 
every woman is Madame Bovary: 
superficial to the end.

baby caps—she abandoned her dreams of a layette in an 
excess of bitterness and ordered the entire outfit from a village 
seamstress without choosing or discussing anything. And so 
she did not enjoy those preparations that stimulate maternal 
tenderness, and her affection from the beginning was perhaps 
weakened on that account."




