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Editor’s Note

It was not my intention to be the female editor who publishes a magazine of
all male writers. And yet, that’s how our third issue has turned out. It wasn’t
planned, and maybe it’s better not to bring it up, but with gender equality
being a constant topic of discussion in the political and literary world of the
twenty-first century, I figured it best to put my own spotlight on it. It makes
me wonder about how many writers are actually published based on merit
and not ethnic, personal or gender background. It is, among many other
contrived practices of the moment, “the chic thing” to favor a certain type
of writer a.k.a. one with a particular skin tone or form of genitalia. But, as
usual, I digress–and probably offend.

In any case, let me get to the heart of what this issue is really about:
apprehending an arcane truth and pursuing it regardless of how insane
people might believe you to be. Once you discover your own gospel, it’s
hard to return to the way things were, the way you used to live (generally
in a manner dictated by others). The stories and poems of The Opiate,
Fall Vol. 3 are ones I hope inspire you to do something radical or that you
were previously afraid to do, just as much as they inspired me to do the
same, like continue to use my credit card to put this magazine out because
I believe in what it stands for so unwaveringly that I couldn’t care less about
the financial consequences.
Yours very sincerely,

Genna Rivieccio
P.S. As usual, no matter who you are or what your writing style, submit your
work to theopiatemagazine@gmail.com and view our internet incarnation
at theopiatemagazine.com. We want to hear from you.
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The Gothamid Prince
Enzo Scavone

FICTION
Then said the king, “What shall my son see to make him retire
from the world?”
“The four signs.”
“What four?”
“A decrepit old man, a diseased man, a dead man, and a monk.”
“From this time forth,” said the king, “let no such persons be
allowed to come near my son. It will never do for my son to
become a Buddha.”
— Jakata Tales

T

wo streets crossing each other. Sidewalks.
Corners. Green woven-wire trash cans
with their festering refuse on display; sifting
out solid chunks, releasing murky juices. Wasps
buzzing with delight, landed prostrate in worship,
are thankful for the bounty. Hurriedly avoiding
the refuse spectacle and its pungent odor are
slacks and skirts. Nervous limbs tumbling under

fabric, fighting to escape their business casual
trap. Pushing ahead is all they can do. Vito lowers
his head and looks at his shoes. Cheap black
plastic. Sweaty, hot little toaster ovens for his feet
on the searing asphalt.
This had been an unpleasant day at
work. Vito had started temping for JP Morgan
Chase two weeks ago. Before Chase, he had
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been doing office work at many
different places for a year now;
copying this, scheduling that,
and reporting to this or that
other person. It never paid
enough and there were certainly
no opportunities to get hired fulltime. Why buy the cow if you
can get the milk without having
to pay benefits? The temp works
along in limbo as a foreign body.
Then, the deployment ends and
that was it. Work, smirk, thank
you jerk.
And that’s if everything
goes smoothly. Sometimes places
will use you as a lightning rod. A
team is failing their benchmark?
There are tensions? Use the
temp. Give him a task that he
is sure to fail and you have your
scapegoat. Even better: don’t
give him any work so that the
overworked team members
start being resentful. That takes
the focus right off your lack of
leadership skills. It becomes even
more pathetic when two temps
have been hired and eventually
there might be one permanent
position available. Throw a knife
between two starving people.
This is how Vito feels
now. For the last two weeks the
other temp, Daniel, has been
sucking up to the team and has
called out and blown out of
proportion any mistakes he found
Vito making. Vito doesn’t have a
strong sense of pride. Especially
not considering his work. He
knows he makes mistakes and
honestly, he’s just there for the
money. However, seeing that
somebody else thinks stabbing
him in the back would give him
some sort of advantage — seeing
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someone believing that getting
hired permanently would be
anything that warrants scheming
against somebody else — made
Vito deeply and thoroughly
sad. Naturally, Daniel’s actual
meanness added to it.
In addition to that, after
eight or more hours of work and
an hour and a half of riding the
train twice a day, Vito has to
return home to an apartment
which has hot water only in
the shower and a neighbor
who makes so much noise that
relaxation is almost impossible.
He moved there a little
less than a year ago. That was
after he had been forced to leave
his last place, where he had
become unwelcome. What led
to the resentment he had faced
there was that he had asked
the neighbor to keep it down in
the later hours. Eager to teach
a complaining tenant a lesson,
the landlord who got called
into the dispute sided with the
noisy neighbor and they banded
together against Vito. Following
that came a childish power
struggle where the landlord
blatantly neglected even the
most minuscule of his duties
and the unemployed neighbor
proceeded to make noise at all
hours of the day and night.
Their passive aggression led to
the intended result. Vito moved
out. The landlord even kept the
two months’ security deposit.
His vague explanation: for the
substantial damage that had
been done. Vito did not fight for
it. He didn’t have the time or the
energy. The exhaustion accrued
during the workweek could

barely be made up by two days of
free time on the weekend. There
was nothing left to fight with. He
had been happy to escape that
hell hole and able to move to a
different place.
A different place that
later turned out to be just as bad.
The new landlord didn’t care
about anything either and the
new neighbor — a dysfunctional
family with three children
— kept Vito awake at night.
Upon Vito asking them with a
desperation-speckled friendliness
to keep it down, all he heard was
a raspy, “Fuck you, Goober” and
the children laughing over it. He
once called the police. The noise
stopped for about twenty minutes
and then continued. He placed
another call, but the police never
came again. There is no solace.
You go to work, people treat you
like crap, you go home, people
treat you like crap. You work a job
you don’t like to stuff the money
down your landlord’s throat who
thinks you are less than shit. Vito
feels a lump in his throat and his
eyes itch a little.
The traffic light switches
and he crosses the street. TriBeCa
at evening rush hour. The streets
are full of cars. The sidewalks
are full of scurrying corporate
lemmings. Zombies who endured
a nerve-wracking and suffocating
day at work. Amongst them,
almost too disturbing to look at:
petite and vital European women
in yoga pants pushing double
strollers followed by a nanny as
fashion accessory. Young hipstery
looking individuals sit on benches
in front of cafes drinking coffee:
Mocha Pounder, 3 O’Clock Pick

Me Up, The Chino. Just like that
coffee, it boils somewhere deep
down inside of you — dark and
bitter. So deep that you can’t find
out what it is, how it truly feels, or
how it came to be.
Vito approaches the
intersection of Warren Street and
West Broadway. At the northwest
corner in front of the window
display of an optician’s store, he
steps out of the moving throng
of rush-hourers and waits. He
checks his watch.
				
Vito feels weak. He
looks at the passing cohorts
of workers. Monotony. You
convince yourself over and over
again to do something and over
and over again you feel that it is
useless and leads nowhere. The
track within your mind from
the inception of that action to
its end; steep and unwelcoming,
leads away from yourself, is
pushed clear by imperatives: Go!
Do it! Work!, anxiousness: Rent will
be due on the 1st or by hate: You good
for nothing! Time and again, you
overcome your own resistance
and time after time the path
becomes worn out by unwilling
treading. The very thought of
trying to convince yourself to
do it one more time infinitely
repulsive, dishonest, hateful and
unconvincing. Like when you
were little and started to realize
that God doesn’t exist, but you
still paid lip service in front of
your grandma. Then, one day
you realize that everyone—
even Grandma—knows that
they pray into the void and

you feel you don’t have to do
this anymore. You realize that
your unwillingness to do it was
justified and you stop. What
remains is an old woman holding
on to something for the sake
of holding on. No higher goal.
No redemption. Just incredibly
annoying nothingness.
Vito
feels
angry.
His pulse rises. A wave of
perspiration moves from his back
over the sides to his chest and up
to his shoulders. Tensing muscles.
Catatonic facial expression. Vito
desperately turns around and
faces a pillar in the storefront,
using it as cover, almost hugging
it. There is the water behind his
eyes again.
He takes a deep breath
and looks east down Warren
Street. The shade of the buildings
in the heat. A draft brings
no relief. Pedestrians on the
sidewalk, cars on the street, dark
blue, black, grey sleeves, specks
of yellow, red, blue, white fabric,
moving, traffic cone orange,
bright limestone, brownstone—
wall. His gaze shatters on the
fortified concrete Moloch that
is the Verizon headquarters at
the end of the street. The place
where all the complaints come
to die. Vito turns the other way.
Facing west, residential dynasty
towers hem in Warren Street
and lead his gaze down through
a canyon to Manhattan’s west
bank. Where the fleeting lines
meet, he senses the Hudson.
Vito puts his bag down and leans
his back against the optician’s
storefront. Sale on frames. $300.
He stares in front of him. Cars
drive by on the street at a slow

speed. The wheels and the doors
rush through his field of vision,
but he is too tired to follow. He
turns his head east again. He
sees his father standing at the
intersection, waiting to come
over to his corner. The upcoming
tension in his body pushes Vito
off the wall. His hand is lifted
and his lips are being curled to
a smile. Massimo looks directly
at him, raises his eyebrows and
smiles too. Vito has to force a
touch of nonchalance into his
demeanor, picks up his bag and
stands waiting.
As the traffic light
changes, his father steps into
the street with his backpack on
his shoulder. His construction
hat dangles from it and swings
to and fro with each step. Vito
sees his father’s torso with the
white t-shirt over jeans coming
closer and closes the gap between
them by stepping in Massimo’s
direction and calling out, “Hey.”
“Hi,” Massimo answers.
Vito’s dejected look
turns north, the direction they
intend to walk together. Massimo
joins in and they begin their
journey. Massimo lifts his arm
to squeeze his son’s shoulder—a
strong, affectionate squeeze with
his hulky construction worker
hand.
“Hey, how is it going?”
“Good,” Vito answers.
“How is work?”
“Good.”
Massimo looks at Vito.
A couple of steps. Massimo looks
again.
“Really? You look a little
droopy.”
Vito furrows his brow for
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a moment. As the two men walk
over the grate of the Chambers
Street subway station, Vito
hears the familiar, yet infernally
repulsive ding dong of a closing
train door from below.
“It’s just work. They’re
all assholes.”
“They’re bothering you?
What do they do?”
“They give me work.”
Vito smirks and exhales.
Massimo nods his head back
and closes his eyes in a feigned
beginning of a laugh.

“Nah,” Vito continues,
“it’s just the usual circus at
work and people getting on my
nerves.”
“I know. What can I tell
you? Just go there and do your
work. What do you care what
the others say. Do your best and
you’ll get noticed.”
Vito listens with his head
hanging. Yes, he thinks to himself,
that sounds reasonable, but that’s
not reality. People, especially the
sad, frustrated people in offices
tend to hate you for doing good

work if that work makes them
look bad. The world should
stand still at this injustice, but it
doesn’t.
“With a college degree,
you’d be out of this shit now.
You wanted to drop out. Now,
that’s what you get. Work hard
and see to it that they give you a
permanent position.”
Vito’s throat closes in
a peculiar feeling of self-blame
and something else that he can’t
put his finger on. He keeps his
head down.

“Still, what beauty
there is in the refusal
of the fear of being
unemployed, of not
doing something that is
useful or that yields you
money.”
10.

“Yeah.”
“What do you expect?” his
father continues. “This is what was
coming and this is all you’ve got. See
that you figure things out. You need
to stand on your own feet.”
“Yeah,”
Vito
replies
disgruntled.
He feels trapped.
“I don’t know. I might ask
Gainor if they can place me with a
different job. I don’t want to work
there anymore.”
“You,” his father interjects
in an authoritative tone, “need to get
your head straight. If you get hired
by Chase, you are made. No need to
go looking around for other jobs. See
to it that you get in there and that
you enter a career path. If you think
your mom and I will keep giving you
money so you can float around from
job to job, you can knock that out
of your head. We are not going to
support you any more. From now on,
you have to fend for yourself.”
“Trust me, I don’t want
support from you guys.”
“Really? I’m not so sure.”
Vito sighs and stares ahead.
“Vito! Don’t quit.”
Massimo couldn’t stress this
enough.
“You don’t realize it but you
have a sweet deal. Nowhere do you
get the same money and job stability
as with Chase. See to it that they hire
you permanently.” A brief pause.
“You’re just a little down on yourself
today. Relax. Get your head clear.
Tomorrow you’ll feel better. Go out
with some friends. Live a little.”
Vito and Massimo proceed
north on West Broadway.
“Why do you always think
that I want your money?”
“I don’t think you want our

money. It’s just a fact. If you don’t
work and you run out of money, who’s
gonna pay? Us! I don’t think you want
our money. I just think that you are
lazy and pampered. You can’t take
any heat and want to quit right away.
You want the easy way out without
thinking about the consequences.
You think there is always someone
who will catch you when you fall. Not
this time. You need to stick with this.”
“I can find work somewhere
else.”
“Where? Where else can you
find work? Nobody’s hiring. Chase
is a huge company. With their size,
they have lots of changes in their
workforce. Lots of opportunities to
get in. Of course, it’s not said that
you can’t lose your job, but they offer
more security than one of those small,
crummy companies in Brooklyn or
Queens.”
Vito can’t get a word out.
He submits to his father’s patronizing
energy and his annoying insight
into the New York administrative
job market. Annoying because he
tells him to do something he doesn’t
want to do. Annoying, because he is
probably right. Vito is at a loss for
a way to oppose him—if one looks
for security and nothing more, then
staying in a monotonous job with a
big company is okay. If it’s just to get
the paycheck, just to go home, go to
sleep, just to go back to work, then
doing what he’s doing now is the best
option. It’s the safest option.
Vito and Massimo cross
Reade Street. An oncoming stream of
people, business casual interspersed
with tourists, has claimed the width
of the sidewalk. The southbound
crowd forces the people going north
into a small corridor they leave on
the building-side of the sidewalk. A

clearance that is barely broad enough
to walk through if it wasn’t being
jammed by a decrepit old figure
walking very slowly but steadily north.
Sunk into himself, almost unable to
propel forward. He is burdened with
several bags of groceries. He struggles
to stay upright resisting the pull down
into the ground.
There is a backlog of
northbound pedestrians behind
him and whenever the oncoming
pedestrian traffic relents and a gap
opens, there is a quick merge, jog and
overtake. The line queued up behind
the old man, treading in his pace,
diminishes, until new northbound
pedestrians catch up and lengthen it
once more.
Massimo and Vito are next to
overtake the old man. Vito observes
him from behind. Long, brittle hair,
light white, almost transparent.
Prunish skin textured by bumpy
follicles and shaded by red capillaries.
His jaw pulled open by the weight
of the skin. His hands are worn out,
calloused, joints swollen by gout.
They seem incapable of holding
anything. His youth, spilled out on
the numerous and long errand walks
that he has taken throughout his life.
His old skin like a tarp draped over
the scaffold that is his skeleton, which
seems bound to collapse sooner
rather than later. He is calm—like
having undergone a decline from
once vibrant, to having expended
most of the energy, and now being
almost extinguished. A calm little
flame about to burn out.
An opportunity to pass by
has opened up. Massimo speeds up
the pace and the two overtake the
old decrepit man. Vito looks back.
Massimo checks on Vito behind him.
Their gazes meet. Vito smiles weakly.
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asks.

“Did you see that guy?” Vito

“Yeah, blocking the whole
sidewalk.”
Vito looks back, then at
Massimo again.
“I can’t shake the feeling
that’s me in sixty years walking back
from my job at Chase.”
Vito forces the smile to stay.
Massimo looks back at the old man
again.
“Why?”
“You don’t feel like life is
slipping by fast?”
“Come on.”
“We are not as young as we
were yesterday and this day went by
so quickly. Before we know it, we will
be so old that we can’t walk straight.
Like that guy.”
“I think you should look at
this year first. See that by the end of
it you have a steady job, then you can
worry about the next fifty-nine.”
A faint tension is blowing
over the two men.
“So, I’m supposed to keep
doing what I’m doing, always keeping
my head down, looking right in front
of me? One day I might find myself
trapped in an ancient body with no
time left to do something.”
“What do you want me to
tell you? That’s the way life is. You
take life step by step until you’re old.
It’s not like you’re old tomorrow. You
have enough time to be young.”
“So, I should just work my
life away until I die?”
“Okay. First of all, you are
cranky because of what happened
at work today. Now you go around
looking for signs that it’s the wrong
job and you should quit. Relax. Go
watch a movie. Get your head clear. I
don’t want to hear any more. This is
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all on you. You quit college. Now, put
up with crappy jobs. That’s how the
world is. No need to cry about it.”
Vito doesn’t agree, but he
can’t disagree either. How is life? Live
life as long as you have it and when
you’re old, you’re old. It’s the same for
everyone. Find some enjoyment while
you still can. Seems sound. Doesn’t
feel sound though. Vito’s desolation
is still there. His father is still there,
too. He continues to have a gnawing
sensation in his stomach, especially
thinking that it might be the soundest
decision to tough it out at Chase; to
try to get that full-time job so he can
whittle his life away at some desk for
fifty years.
			
Massimo and Vito are at
Thomas Street now. Their exchange
has subsided and their attentions are
silently caught by the happenings of
a TriBeCa workday afternoon. Cars
driving by. Young women in beautiful
dresses, freshly applied makeup.
Young men, freshly showered, just
stepping out of the house. Carrying
nothing with them. Going somewhere
fun. No need to work.
They cross over West
Broadway to the east side of the
street and proceed north. Their
silence has now lasted long enough
to gain significance. The compliant
façade Vito used to put up against
his parents is beginning to crumble.
Now he has let it shine through. This
life seems suspicious to him. This life,
a derivative of work—and not the
good kind of work: that kind you do
to feed yourself, the things you grow,
the things you create yourself. It’s
bad work: that kind of work that you
don’t see the result of, that you don’t

feel is necessary, that somebody else
tells you to do, that somebody else
takes credit for and that you fear to
lose. The bad feeling doesn’t go away
and Vito is angry, but also desperate.
Why are these fuckers keeping him
here? These fuckers who order him
around and who love to control him.
“Did I make you even
grumpier?” Massimo asks suddenly.
“Can’t get grumpier,” Vito
replies with a compulsory smile
seeking to appease. Maybe his father
doesn’t understand how much he is
suffering.
“Cheer up. It gets better. Be
strong. Focus on the matter at hand. I
always said that. You need to learn to
focus.”
Vito feels angry again.
“Yeah.”
They make a turn east on
Worth Street. Once they cut over two
blocks and reach Broadway, the sight
of Canal Street appears, and holds
Chinatown to the north. This part of
TriBeCa is still affluent, but already
secretly hoping for tourists: $2 Poland
Springs.
The two men keep walking
north on Broadway. After passing
White Street, they approach the
entrance of a residential building.
An emaciated young girl emerges
out of it and proceeds to swiftly
walk in front of them. She has a
quick and swaying gait; flinging her
limbs forward, the anorexic torso
barely able to hold her upper body.
Her shoulders, protruding and
emaciated. Her arms bowing away
from the chest in arching lines. Her
hips, wide and pointy. Her hair, long
and shiny. Brunette. She is wearing
a metallic polyester disco skirt that
amply wallows around her hips and
falls in long waves down to her knees.

A springy, elastic fabric brushing her
nonexistent thighs and being flung
away to spring back again. Her
tailbone pokes out menacingly; above
it, trailing up her bony back under a
long-sleeved shirt, her vertebrae—an
archaeological curiosity. Vito notices
the curve of her shinbones from
behind and so does Massimo. The
two men are overwhelmed by the
impression and try to deceive each
other with forced insouciance, all the
while occasionally stealing glances at
the girl. Veins protruding from under
dry and depleted skin. Her calves—
so thin and tender—planted fragilely
into two knobby, but equally fragileseeming ankles, which are in turn
insecurely lodged in floaty canvas
shoes. Their thick fabric undulating
with waves of foot bones swimming
around in them, rising and lowering
uncomfortably.
Spellbound, they are led by
the anorexic girl. Every muscle that
protrudes from under her skin a
scream, every sinew a groan, every
bone laid bare by the compulsive
obsession that wants to bring it to
attention. She’s staying hungry for the
ultimate satisfaction of being finally
seen by Death. She’s growing ever
thinner to the point of vanishing—
and feeling alive while doing it.
Feeling alive while doing it
like some temp somewhere. Growing
ever more exhausted to the point of
breaking down. Staying tired for the
ultimate satisfaction of finally being
caught up. His self-worth exposed by
a compulsive obsession that needs to
get it measured by an employer. Every
hour of sleep missed, a grumble.
Every upcoming deadline, a death
sentence. A fundamental confusion
of life and death. So obvious to
anybody but the person confused.

Who is going to tell them?
Massimo has picked up the
pace and they have not only caught
up with the girl, but are now passing
her by at a suspiciously close distance.
Massimo has averted his gaze from
this most troubling apparition. Vito,
receded into the crevices of his
mind, absently stares at her hair and
her back. He might be able to see
her face, just a little bit; maybe find
out what this all means by catching
a glimpse of it while walking by. As
he comes closer and tries to find her
eyes, the girl notices him and flinches.
Still walking, she looks at Vito shyly
only to immediately look away again.
Massimo turns around and notices
the scene. He smiles nervously at the
girl, then at Vito and keeps walking
ahead trying to lead his son out of
this scene. The girl slows down to get
some distance between her and the
two men. She keeps her look averted
toward the building fronts, almost
merging into the wall. Only from
time to time does she cast a guarded
glimpse at the two men, trying to see
if they stopped making her look at
herself.
Vito has now caught up
with Massimo. He wonders what his
father is thinking right now. More
than that, however, the anorexic girl
is still haunting his thoughts. A girl
running herself down on the way to
death, thinking that if she just gets a
little farther, she reaches life. Never
seeing her error. Vito is walking
stiffly, not daring to look back. She
must be a block away now. Vito looks
at the sidewalk in front of him. A
tired worker staring at the sidewalk,
running after something that is
supposed to give him completion.
He looks at Massimo.
“Why were you staring at

that girl?” Massimo asks him.
“Dunno—did you see how
thin she was?”
“Yeah. That girl has a
problem. She’s anorexic.”
Massimo releases the word
“anorexic” with a strange inflection.
“No need to stare at her and make
her feel ill at ease,” he adds.
“Yeah, I know. It’s just—first
we see the old decrepit guy and then
her.”
“So?”
“So, you told me that I
should just live my life until I’m old.
That’s just how life is. You know, do
the things I need to do and enjoy the
pleasant things in life. But, if I do
that, I could live my life the wrong
way. Take her, she lives life day by
day working on getting thinner, never
stopping to think that she is starving
herself to death.”
They have reached Canal
Street. Massimo stops, throws his
head back and exclaims, “Vito, not
this again!”
Vito laughs self-consciously.
“We’re gonna meet a lot
of messed up people on the streets
of New York, you can’t start seeing
ghosts in all of them. Honestly, forget
your shitty day and clear your head.”
Vito’s rage is surging once
more. After the last remark, Massimo
quickly crosses Canal Street. Vito
waits for an oncoming sedan to pass
by between him and his father. Then,
he follows Massimo to the other side
of the street. They walk on. Silently.
After walking for some
distance, Massimo begins, “How is
it going with that Abby girl by the
way?”
Vito is not ready to answer.
“Eh, we’re not dating anymore.”
A pause. “Call a girl, take her
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out. Especially now that you are so
grumpy.”
“Yeah.”
It sounded like a good idea,
but it upset Vito nonetheless. Calling
up a nice girl. The excitement before
the date—until the worries come:
does she like me? Was that a stupid
joke? Will she like me better with a
blue or red shirt? Desperate, fearful
and, most of all, inane questions.
Trapped inside a game of pseudoproblems. A glance, a remark from
her feeling like Paradise, only to
be thrown into the depths of selfdoubting Hell by the one after that.
Vito’s anger is still there.
Perspiration on Vito’s neck
and arms. A humid heat. He turns
back to look south. The anorexic girl
has vanished into the confusion that is
a look downtown. They reach Grand
Street and turn at the corner to walk
east. Still covered by the buildings’
shadows from the evening sun that
burns its last rays on a festering
downtown. Their pace changes to a
stroll among happy tourists and busy
menial laborers going to or coming
from work—or having a break. The
anorexic girl, a couple of blocks away,
still struggling. And Vito, walking east,
still struggling. Both blindly pressed
toward something scary, but both
oblivious to what it is, unable to not
walk toward it. Quiet. Slowly skewing
trapezoids of windows pass him
by. Uneven, dirty sidewalks. Traffic
noises. And always Massimo in his
view. Vito is stuck. Bland pain. They
reach Crosby Street. A suffocating
clog of traffic at the intersection.
Pedestrians and bikers steaming in
the rush hour heat.
Massimo and Vito turn
north, walking up Crosby Street on its
east side. The exhaustion of the day
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walks along with them. Vito’s clothes
cling to his sweaty skin. He stops and
begins to unbutton his shirt. He calls
out to Massimo to wait. After having
peeled off the shirt, he drapes it over
his arm. Now that he has stopped, the
fatigue can properly work on him. A
quiet defeat is stretching through his
limbs. His feet are sweaty and soaked.
Massimo waits for him a few yards
ahead. He is pressed to move on. Vito
is thirsty.
“I need to get some water.”
Massimo hesitates a second.
“I’ll get some too.”
They walk back to a corner
store they just passed at Grand and
Crosby. Mangos among the fruits in
the outside display putrefying in the
heat emit a sour smell. The automatic
door opens and the expected
cold waft of an air-conditioned
atmosphere envelops them as they
each step inside. They walk through
the spaciously arranged aisles—
uncommonly spacious, wasting away
rent on comfort. Superfluous, cheap
goods nagging at you with expensive
prices. They reach the back with the
clear panelled fridges. Massimo takes
out a San Pellegrino lemonade. Vito
notices his movements. As if floating
on an air of cockiness. A relic of
Massimo’s youth, when he used to
hang out in front of corner stores
in Brooklyn with his friends. Young
hoodlums, girls on their mind and no
school. Sure that they could wrest a
living from this world, just like their
fathers before them, who thought the
same. Self-consciously Vito picks out
a Poland Spring. They walk to the
register.
Massimo has already opened
his can and taken a sip before the store
clerk asks them to pay four dollars.
Massimo calms Vito’s frantic

fishing for his wallet, insisting, “I got
this.”
Vito thanks him and the clerk
gives Massimo the change that he
puts away in his wallet. Meanwhile,
Vito’s gaze has fallen onto a stack of
New York Posts that lie by the register.
The headline screams, “Head in the
Clouds: Principal Decapitated by Bus
Driver.” Vito grabs his beverage. It’s
too cold. He turns toward the stack
of newspapers and while Massimo
tucks his wallet in his back pocket, he
skims over the teaser. In an apparent
accident, an elementary school
principal from the Bronx had been
rammed into a streetlight by a New
York tourist bus, one of those doubledeckers. The force and the angle of
the impact split her torso in two on
the street light. The upper part of her
body fell into a waste bin that stood
there. How is that a decapitation?
Vito picks the paper up. Massimo,
giving him some time to study it,
stands back and takes another sip. No
pictures of the scene in the article.
Only a lot of photographs of the
Middle Eastern bus driver. In all of
the four pictures he is captured either
screaming or making wild gestures.
“You want that, too?”
Massimo asks.
“No, just reading the
headline.”
Vito puts the paper back
down and they move out of the store
to proceed north along Crosby Street.
In New York you hear about people
getting killed, but not about them
being ripped in half. What does he
care? People ripped apart or not, he
still has to go to work tomorrow.
Vito’s bag is beginning to
hurt his right shoulder, the bottle
is freezing his left hand. He holds it
to his temples and rubs it over his

forehead. He finds it still too cold
for consumption. That’s funny,
Vito never thought an elementary
school principal could die like that.
Principals are supposed to have it
together. Humble, level-headed,
security-seeking elementary school
principals—get cut in half by a tourist
bus. How tragic. Even if the anorexic
girl recognizes her delusion, comes
around, doesn’t drift toward death
anymore, becomes an elementary
school principal and leads a life of
clarity and righteousness, she’ll get
mauled by a tourist bus. Or him, Vito,
if he ever gets that permanent job,
then, has a happy life, begins to make
enough money to be independent,
maybe even has a girlfriend, there is
always that tourist bus somewhere,
waiting, lurking behind a wall to
shoot out like a projectile through the
corner of his eye—until it’s inside it.
Spreading you out on the sidewalk
like peanut butter; with your sensible
clothes, your papers strewn about
soaking in your blood.
While they walk quietly, Vito
groans, opens the sealed cap of his
bottle, and takes a swig. Ice cold. It
bothers his throat.
“Are you alright?” Massimo
asks.
“Yeah, it’s just—the water is
too cold.”
Vito harrumphs heartily to
fight back the ice cold sensation in
his throat. It stays cold and he keeps
opening and closing his uvula, playing
with the slight soreness he feels by his
pharynx.
“Oh, come on…” Massimo
rolls his eyes.
“Did you see the headline
back there?”
“That lady that got run
over?”

“She didn’t get run over. She
got cut in half by a bus against a street
light.”
“Sheesh,” Massimo exclaims.
“It’s like something you
would expect to happen in a war
zone. Not in New York.”
“Yeah.”
“And the lady was an
elementary school principal. She had
her head straight.”
Massimo hesitates for a
second, “What do you mean?”
“Do you remember that
you told me to get my head straight?
That lady had her head straight and
still…”
Massimo shuts him down, “I
told you to get your head straight, not
get split in half by a bus! Vito, are you
still going on about this?”
“I don’t know. I’m supposed
to get my head straight. Next thing I
know, I get split in half by a bus.”
“What? Where is that coming
from?” Massimo replies indignantly.
“Keep your eyes open and you won’t
get run over. Besides, what do you
want? Just because you’re afraid you
could get into an accident, you don’t
want to work anymore? Stuff just
happens. That’s life. You gotta work.
If you die, you’re dead and you can’t
have regrets anymore.”
Vito listens but feels sorry for
having brought it up.
Massimo continues his rant,
“What? You want to live every day
like something could happen any
moment? It’s pretty safe around here.
If you were in a war you could think
like that, I guess, but here we are
pretty safe. Just be careful and don’t
try to find excuses not to work—and
get your head straight!”
Vito can’t get a word in
edgewise. He also feels silly. Yes, it’s

true that it was a fluke accident. But
why, then, does it weigh so heavily on
Vito? Why does he feel here, for once,
he sees everything that is wrong in
his life? All those assumptions about
what he needs to accomplish. He has
always carried them with him like a
very heavy bag that is dragging him
down. Could those assumptions be
wrong? Why is it so clear to his father
that everything is so easy and simple?
“Man, you have to get out of
this funk. Live a little. Buy yourself
some new clothes. Don’t you think
that’s part of why you don’t get along
with people at work?”
“What are you talking about?
I’m dressed business casual.”
“Yes, but sometimes it’s not
enough to just look passable. You need
to look good, present something, eye
candy, otherwise people get insecure
and let it out on you. I’m telling you,
buy some new, nicer clothes and
you’ll feel better. Feel better, other
people treat you better—instead of
projecting that grumpy self of yours.”
Vito feels awkward.
“We can go to Macy’s this
weekend. I’ll buy you some new
clothes.”
To him, his father was just
being silly now. Suddenly, he has
his money sitting loose? Vito feels
manipulated and angry. Buy new
clothes so that the assholes at work
are appeased? What then, Dad? And
what then? Vito says nothing.
“Hm?”
His father solicits an answer.
“Yeah, we can.”
He feels angry at Massimo—
and himself.
				
Vito squishes the bottle. The
plastic makes a loud crackling sound.
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He sits to the left, closer to the curb,
lifts his arm and slams the barely
emptied bottle into a garbage can.
Massimo hears the loud thump and
turns around.
“What’s wrong?” he asks
surprised.
“Nothing.”
Massimo eyes Vito for a split
second longer than comfortable.
Then, he turns around again. They are
now crossing Broome Street, walking
by real estate agencies advertising
$3,000 one-bedroom apartments, and
restaurants with $40 breakfasts. His
father, the construction worker, and
Vito with mismatched clothes and illfitting shoes that bother his feet and
that he is wearing in order to comply
with a dress code at a job where he
can’t get ahead, where he is stuck and
wasting away his life. At Spring Street
and Broadway, they cross to the north
side and turn east. Low buildings,
clean windows, shoppers fulfilling
their wish for material satisfaction,
employees on the street taking a
break from obeying their masters and
the occasional homeless person lying
on the sidewalk trying to silence it.
After they pass Mulberry
Street, Massimo stops in front of
a pastry shop. A pastry boutique,
rather, with wide glass doors and a
security guard standing behind them
in a posture imitating what a security
guard would stand like were there
not pastries but precious jewels in the
display to be guarded.
Cocoa and spices, through
the presence of the picture of a
celebrity chef in the kitchen, receive
the ratings “exquisite” and “rare.”
Simple ingredients alchemically
turned into gems of magical
exclusivity.
Massimo casts a curious look
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at the alluring delights offered in the
display and waves Vito to come over.
“I think what you need is
sugar, you’re probably hypoglycemic.”
As Vito comes closer, he is
captured by the flawless display and
the hint at the refined deliciousness
of the pastries. Supple sweet masses
under almost black chocolate
coverings. But something is not quite
right. The sublime magnificence of
each piece of pastry is partly covered
by a neat little pin and a piece of
expensive paper denoting its cost.
One ounce of chocolate-covered
marzipan, $35.
As Massimo notices Vito
staring, he adds an inviting, “Hm?”
Vito is struck annoyed by the
scene he is in. Why does his father
want to buy him fucking overpriced
candy now and what’s with that
clownish child-molester grin on his
face? Vito feels bothered.
Before it hurts too much,
he turns around, steps away a little,
quietly, and faces west. He looks back
at the way they have made from
Broadway. His gaze is directed down
the sidewalk over the heads of two
homeless people sitting on his side of
the block. The closer one of them is
not more than three steps away from
Vito, leaning on the building front by
the bakery, smiling at him.
Massimo is still eyeing the
sweets hoping to convince Vito to
eat something. Vito acts as though
he doesn’t notice Massimo or the
vagrant. He gazes into the distance at
a loss for how to exit this scene and
hopes both of them will leave him
alone.
In the midst of Vito’s tension
the homeless man calls out to him,
“Hey, Pilgrim, won’tchu... won’tchu
spare some chaaange?”

Vito freezes.
“Pil… Pilgrim, won’tchu
spare some change?”
A long pause ensues, during
which the derelict man looks at Vito
with an extended hand. Vito turns
his head away from him. Massimo
is quite amused at Vito’s helplessness
toward the drifter.
“Pil…”
The homeless man can’t finish
his address due to a violent cough that
comes over him. His trachea heaves
for air, viscous mucus boils within the
narrow and dark organic tubes. After
a while, once he calms down, there is
a silent pause. With one final cough
the man rips a fat fart. Upon hearing
it, Massimo smirks and turns away.
Having understood that he probably
won’t be able to persuade Vito to eat
one of the pastries, he now indicates
for him to keep moving down the
street, away from this embarrassing
situation. Vito looks at the man who
now, having realized that he is not
getting anything, tries to turn over and
lie on his side. After some awkward,
apparently painful movements, he
curls up lying sideways. Vito can see
the underside of his pants. Soiled
and black from street dirt. Massimo
has taken a couple of steps down the
street eastward and insistently waves
Vito over. The beggar’s exposed
underside suggests a faint threat of
feces odor. The fearful anticipation
of the smell leads Vito to take a step
back. He looks at the homeless man.
To his left are several black plastic
bags with beverages in them. Vito
wonders. This man sits here on the
street. The contrast between him and
the passersby couldn’t be greater. He
couldn’t be more conspicuous, but
he is unbothered. He simply does
whatever he wants despite the judging

gazes of people on the street. He
fearlessly holds on to his companions,
the bottles of booze. Ruminating on
this thought, Vito turns around and
begins to catch up with Massimo,
who has walked ahead. They are
heading east, once more.
Massimo picks up the pace
and Vito is silently trapped in his
thoughts again. That bum. Immune
to everything that bothers Vito.
No feeling of self-consciousness.
Free. No supervisor that breaks his
back, no scheming co-workers, no
disappointments by neighbors, no
hovering parents. Only him and
alcohol. Until it’s over. This might be
sooner than later but until then, he
lives in bliss. Life how it should be,
unbothered. A poisonous ascension
into Paradise. A farting, begging,
feces-soiled Paradise, but Paradise
nonetheless. Vito is very quiet. Alright,
it’s debatable whether farting in public
and lying around in your own filth
might be overdoing it. Maybe there is
no need to do that. Still, what beauty
there is in the refusal of the fear of
being unemployed, of not doing
something that is useful or that yields
you money. The refusal to feel selfconscious about looking like a bum.
How beautiful that would be if you
didn’t drink alcohol. No care about
expectations that are set toward you
and an unadulterated, clear feeling
of lucidity. Being—without attribute.
Regardless of all the other people.
Regardless of the nuisance that is the
world. True freedom.
They have passed Mott
Street now. It is 6 p.m.
After crossing Elizabeth
Street and setting foot on the sidewalk,
Vito stops. He feels the weight of
his bag on his aching shoulder. The
skin under the strap feels sore. His

exhaustion, great and heavy, has a
hold on his limbs. An exhaustion
only felt by him, nobody else. After
walking ahead a good stretch on his
own, Massimo notices that Vito has
stopped. He signals for him to hurry
and catch up. An order that Vito isn’t
noticing. He walks to the building at
the corner and puts his arm to the
wall, looking for support, something
to lean on, an inanimate object. He
begins to cry. First, it’s just a grimace.
He turns his face toward the building
wall. Then, he is shaken by spasms.
His shoulders bounce. He crouches
down and covers his face with his left
hand, howling under it. The pain of
his existence materializes and runs out
of his face, dripping on the sidewalk
and evaporating into the hot summer
evening. A suffocating Wednesday
night in Lower Manhattan. Some
people, still at work, working
overtime; some people going home;
some people going about a work-free
day in affluence. A father telling his
son to stop thinking about it and keep
on going.
After a while, he calms
down and wipes his eyes. Massimo is
worried, but as he gets closer, his facial
expression shifts to one of vexation.
Vito scoots up to the building wall
and sits against it like the bum they
had just fled from. Massimo reaches
him.
“Vito, what’s wrong? Hm?”
he asks serious and perturbed.
Vito doesn’t answer and sits
there getting calmer. The tears have
cleared his perception, his ruminations
cease; no need to be anxious, no need
to judge. Also, no energy. Vito sighs.
His aches have gone silent. Now, just
numbing exhaustion like a wide and
shallow sea concealing something just

beneath the surface dipping up above
the waves slightly, barely noticeable.
“Don’t be a wacko, get up!”
It’s there, but gone when
you want to look at it; there again,
once you give up. Sitting down, he
feels the warmth of the sidewalk
that has been soaking up sun rays
all throughout the day. Nevertheless,
Vito feels cold. Crying and staying in
air conditioned, cold offices the whole
day. Cold people, white skin, no sun.
The sidewalk caught the heat. All day
long in the sun. In the world. Free.
Vito has zoned out. Massimo seems
worried now.
“Vito, are you okay? You
should have eaten something back
there.”
Massimo takes off his
backpack trying to get out his water
bottle. Vito’s eyelids flutter briefly. He
looks at Massimo.
“Yes. Dad. Go on. I’ll stay
here.”
Massimo hands him his
water bottle.
“What do you mean, ‘stay
here’? On the sidewalk? Come on,
get up!”
Massimo’s voice has taken
on a commanding, uncompromising
tone. Vito tries to bring up some
energy.
He pleads, “Please, leave me
here. Go. Please.”
Massimo is confused.
“What do you mean, ‘leave
me here’? Stand up!”
SoHo breezes by not noticing
anything.
“Vito, stand up right now.
We don’t have time for this!”
Massimo takes a step back,
trying to make sense of this situation,
getting more and more enraged.
“Vito, alzati!” Massimo has
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taken refuge in reverting to Italian,
trying to invoke the authority and
familiarity he remembers it having in
their family. His gaze is particularly
stern. His voice breaking into
disbelief.
“Look at this good-fornothing imbecile lying on the
sidewalk. Get up!”
Vito looks Massimo right
in the eye. He feels disappointment.
Massimo takes some steps toward
Vito again. This has escalated into a
scene. Nobody around them seems to
care; only wondering looks. He stands
right in front of him, bends down and
talks to him insistently.
“Hello? Did you go crazy?
Stand up!”
No peace whatsoever. Vito
feels stuck again. He takes off his bag
strap, picks up the bag by the top
and places it neatly against the wall
as far away as his arms can reach.
Massimo follows his movements in
confusion. Vito tucks the strap under
the bag. He stands up. Some trouble.
Massimo grabs him under his arm.
Vito still feels tired, but a lot lighter
without a bag dragging. As he stands
straight, his upper body feels free and
strong. He stretches. Massimo is still
confused. He picks up Vito’s bag and
begins pulling Vito east to proceed on
their way. Vito doesn’t follow.
“Go. I’m staying here.”
“What are you talking
about?” Massimo keeps bumping
up against that malfunction, that
inconvenience, that fuss, and is unsure
how to deal with it.
“Vito. I’m sick of your shit.
Walk with me now and shut up!”
Was that a hint of fear just
now? Vito lowers his eyes and in a
quick, swift move, he walks onto the
street. Massimo remains behind. Vito
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reaches the corner on the south side
of Spring and turns around it. Quiet.
Eyes open. He’s not going home.
Freed of obligations. Freed of the
weight of responsibility. It is a warm
night. Vito walks.
				
As he walks by rich and
careless SoHo, he is free. Free of
having to do or portray anything.
Free of his father’s gaze. Free to
just be, without a qualifier. Over on
Kenmare, he reaches Bowery. He
feels a confident calm. He can turn
any way now without thinking. Any
way is just as good as the other. It
doesn’t matter. Nobody to consider.
Free as a bum. A carefree bum. A
conscious one.
He sweats, but it’s not
bothering him anymore. Not
uncomfortable. It’s supposed to feel
like that. No worries on his mind.
He walks south, toward the water;
because he likes the water. How it
looks, how it sounds and how it smells.
He dives into Chinatown. There,
lumps of people clog the sidewalks.
Where that used to aggravate him,
he now indifferently joins into it,
becomes a part of it. Not bothered.
Not by the pungent dragon fruit, fish
or other smells of Chinese vendors,
exhaust fumes and sewers. Not by
the noise of foreign languages and
reckless yelling. Not by the lack of
space and the impossibility to walk
unencumbered. Not by the looks of
desolate people, struggling to stay
alive. That measly amount of money
at the end of the month. Month
in, month out. Never ever enough.
Happiness always around the corner
and one eternally too busy to grasp it.
People occupied with the chase after
vague concepts of fulfillment that

become void upon being obtained. In
the midst of all of this is Vito. Round
and quiet Vito. Doing what comes to
him. Stopped being busy and ceased
to chase. Moving in this world that
doesn’t understand him and that he
doesn’t need to understand anymore.
At the edge of Chinatown,
past Monroe and Cherry Street,
he reaches the waterfront. By the
Manhattan Bridge, he sits down on a
bench. The still giants of downtown
in his back. The flat, indifferent water
in front of him. A mild breeze fails
to alleviate the heat of the day, but
brings in unpolluted air. Vito stares
out. The darkening horizon holds his
gaze in trance, billowing in his sight,
hiding an edge. The edge between
sky and water, the seam that conceals
the cosmos. Curl up into the sky, the
water and, without noticing, into
yourself. See all and at the same time
be all. Atonement with what we once
left and forgot. Vito’s eyelids begin to
close. Not to him, but to the water and
the sky. They close in on the horizon,
erasing the known world, becoming a
peaceful one with it. One with it and
reborn beyond it. Vito’s wakefulness
turns into a comfortable sleep. At last,
his eyes shut. Extreme exhaustion
dissolves into darkness. His horizon,
unseen, existent in that half-realm of
oncoming sleep. He sleeps. Gone for
the world but closer to himself than
he has ever been.
Tame your thoughts, keep
them off these words. I have seen me
and am known by me, Vito, blissful
sleeper, atoned into himself. Truly
asleep. Without dream. I.
			
A breeze blows over the
earth. Soft and warm. Over his eyes,
and down his cheek. As he opens his

eyes, the world. He calmly sits up on the bench where he
had fallen asleep. It is dark now. Not cooler. His mother is
holding his head. She puts a hand under his arm and tries
to pull him up. He doesn’t comply.
“No. I’m gonna stay here.”
She let’s go with a confused look on her face.
“What do you mean, ‘stay here’?”
He remains quiet.
“Vito, it’s two in the morning,” his mother calmly,
but firmly insists. “I have been looking for you all night.”
Vito looks at his mother.
She continues, “What happened? Did Dad get
on your nerves? Did he tell you you’re a good-for-nothing
again? Don’t listen to him.”
“No, it’s not him,” Vito assures her.
“Then what happened?”
The diffuse yellow light of a row of street lamps
behind them mixes with the warmth of the night and
gives the scene a thickly sweet taste.
“I want to sit here.”
His mother closes her fluttering eyelids in disbelief
and raises her eyebrows.
“You want to sit here?”
She takes a deep breath and proceeds under great
effort to contain herself, “Vito, I’ve been looking for you
everywhere between here and SoHo. Dad is sick of your
shit and I’m exhausted. This has been enough of a burden
already. Get your head straight and stand up now!”
“If it has been a burden, why did you do it?”
“Vito!” she chops down right after the
questionmark. Trying to command compliance, she stares
at him menacingly.
“Don’t pull this on us. Not now. We really have
other things to worry about than your lazy ass. How are
you going to work in the morning with two hours of sleep?
Huh? How am I going to work until eight tonight?”
“I’m not going to work in the morning.”
Vito remains calm.
His mother’s countenance shifts to one of extreme
anger. She issues an exasperated sigh.
“Really, Vito? Really? We do everything for you
and you just get these harebrained ideas. I don’t know
how you come up with them. Why are you so stupid? I
don’t understand.”
A long and heavy pause.
“You know what? Don’t go to work. If you act
like this, I’d rather you die homeless in a ditch than you

walking around and everyone knowing you are my child.”
Vito is quiet. Breathing quietly. Brooklyn’s lights
flicker as their dirty rays get refracted through the moist air
above the East River. A streetlight by the bench where Vito
and his mother are sitting has been attracting mosquitoes.
They drive anxiously toward the lamp in insistent and
desperate curves topped off by a dazing bump. They wish
it to be the moon, confusing it with life. They suppose
it to be their fulfillment, but once they reach it they are
at a loss. In the disappointing stupor of the impact, they
return to chase it again. Wishing for but unable to grasp
the end of their existential flight. Billions of mosquitoes
against millions of street lamps.
Vito remains quiet. After having puked her rage
out, his mother steps back and pensively stares at him
now. Agitated, she rubs her face with her left hand. She
approaches Vito again and awkwardly sits down next to
him.
A sigh. “Vito. Come on.” She puts her hand on his
shoulder. “I know work sucks. It’s the same for everyone.
Everyone has to do it. Just push through.”
Another long pause.
“Do you want to tell me what happened?”
“It’s okay, Mom. Let me go,” Vito answers in a
warm tone.
“Let you go? Come on now—if you want, you
can stay home tomorrow. Don’t go to work, get your head
clear.”
Vito seems not to listen
“Come on, pull yourself together. Didn’t it take
you a long time to find that job at Chase? Hm? That’s such
a great opportunity. Do you just want to throw that away
now? If you play it right, they might hire you permanently.
You know, I wasn’t going to tell you, but Dad and I were
going to give you $10,000 when they hire you—to get you
started. You can settle properly in your place. You could
take Abby on a nice trip with that money. Wouldn’t that
be nice? Come on. Let’s go home and we can forget this
ever happened.”
Vito remains quiet and, with a soft smile on his
face, glances at Lucia, then, out at the water.
Lucia looks out as well. Both quiet now. She stands
up and walks to the banister. She grabs it, still looking out.
Feeling a deep sadness, she turns around and fixes her
eyes on Vito, who is gazing into the distance.
Behold this one, completely enlightened or
completely insane. It is hard to tell the difference. For all is
one and nothing matters.
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“There’s
hardly a
thing more
beautiful
than a fourteen-year-old
girl (except
maybe a sixteen-year-old
or an eighteen-year-old
one)...”
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Sunday in Albertville
Tom Harper

W

hen I was sixteen and hardly ever been
kissed, Daddy preached at a small rural
church near Albertville, Alabama.
I tried not to go, especially since it was over an
hour’s drive away, but Daddy insisted. He said I
could use the car and drive around Albertville in
the afternoon.
After church, two young girls came up
and started talking to me. Both were fourteen;
one was chunky and plain, the other very pretty
in a plain way. The “chunky and plain” one, well,
that was only in my very juvenile eyes. There’s
hardly a thing more beautiful than a fourteenyear-old girl (except maybe a sixteen-year-old or
an eighteen-year-old one), their clumsiness and
candor enveloping a budding body. Still, I’ll call
her “chunky,” though I know better now.
Anyway, Mother looked at them a little
and decided it would be okay, since there was
two of them. So me and the two girls took off for
Albertville in Daddy’s 1958 beige and white V-8
Chevy Biscayne. I once got that car up to 100
miles per hour on the road from Guntersville to
Huntsville, just past Big Cove, and it scared me
pretty shitless.
So the pretty plain girl sat next to me and
looked up at me real sweet and leaned against me
and rubbed my arm, her boob brushing my side.
The chunky plain girl was annoyed and jealous.
I stopped at a drive-in and bought drinks
for us. The pretty plain girl suggested we get into
the backseat. Well that was okay with me, and all
three of us did (though I’m pretty sure she meant
only the two of us). Then we started kissing while
the chunky girl got crankier (she wanted her
share, but that concept was simply beyond my

youthful comprehension). We were having a real
good kiss, maybe the longest I’d ever had up to
that moment, and it seemed like time stopped. I
pulled my head back and opened my eyes, just
in time to see the pretty plain girl’s magnificent
tongue come darting out of her mouth and into
space.
Beginning to catch on to what was
happening here, I started calculating like crazy,
but (in modern terms) my hard drive crashed.
Then, the pretty plain girl asked her chunky
friend to get back in front and leave us alone in the
backseat. I joined in, trying to sound reasonable.
The chunky girl got real pissed and carried on so
that we all started back to the church.
That night after church, a group
gathered at someone’s house. The pretty plain
girl was there and she came and asked me for a
ride home. It had gotten dark and I was kind of
scared of going out driving these strange country
roads at night. But boy I had an idea what I
might get and decided to risk it. I asked Daddy
for the keys to the car so I could take the pretty
plain girl home, and he said that wasn’t a good
idea. Some other family agreed they’d give her a
ride.
On the way home from Albertville that
night, Daddy told me he found out the pretty plain
girl had “already broken up a man’s marriage”
when she was still thirteen. The man was in his
thirties, upstanding in the community, a wife and
children...but he went crazy with this little girl.
Daddy didn’t preach at Albertville for
very long and he never asked me to go to church
there again.

21.

A Sea Change - Ron Kolm

A Sea Change

“As the ‘80s segued
into the ‘90s, Duke
had gotten ever more
inventive in finding
ways to get high...”
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“Aaargh!” Duke groaned, his skinny
drug-ravaged body flopping about on the hard
floor like a sickly white fish in its death-throes.
He sat up painfully, trying to make sense of his
surroundings. “Where the fuck am I?”
As the ‘80s segued into the ‘90s, Duke
had gotten ever more inventive in finding ways
to get high, but even he would have to admit that
last night’s menu was a chart-topper. Duke had
steamrolled through the usual: antifreeze, paint
thinner, rubbing alcohol and cough syrup. Then
he did some glass cleaner, followed by roach
spray on paper (it tasted like acid), after which he
poured lighter fluid on a dish towel and wrapped
it around his head. Much later, in desperation
because everything else was used up, he smoked
peanut shells in his bong, then a chicken bouillon
cube (very salty), then a chunk of cow dung laced
with very little real weed, which Duke knew
wasn’t hash (he’d been burned, but he kept it
anyway–you never know), but which he finished,
happily. He grand finaled with a small black ball
of plastic–firing it up in the sacred bong–inhaling
the acrid smoke deeply.
“Fucking shit, gotta pee,” he mumbled,
lurching into a dark corner of what seemed to be
some kind of immense warehouse. He unzipped

his pants and reached for his dick–but there was
no dick. Duke panicked, dropping his jeans.
There was definitely no schlong to be found.
Strangely enough, Duke didn’t seem
to be wounded–he wasn’t bleeding–but he was
peterless.
“Damn, what did I do last night?”
he mused, toying with the area his penis had
previously occupied. It felt kind of good. “Jesus,
I seem to have developed some sort of vagina.”
And this discovery was vaguely reassuring.
Duke had long ago stopped having sex
with Jill, or any other girls for that matter. There
was just too much work involved. And then there
was his long history of sexually transmitted
diseases. He knew he had herpes for sure; and
all sorts of lesions and chancres and warts. Man,
he’d have torn off his clapper years ago, or had it
surgically removed if he’d had any money at all.
What Duke really wanted to do was cook,
buy nice clothes (for a change) and be taken care
of. In fact, this could well be the beginning of the
new life he’d been seeking for so long.
“Call me Dorothy,” he cackled, pulling up
his drawers and walking out of the gray building
into a new day.
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The Neighbor/Owner

Sebastian’s Babylon,
Chapter 3

William C. Blome

Daniel Ryan Adler

I

tell my Emily Dickinson dead ringer
neighbor not to bring her little monkey
along when we go struttin’ ‘round the mall,
that it can easily cause trouble, but she insists in
her Dagmar voice that he must come along, and
what with the tits and ass this neighbor sports,
I’m damn sure not going to rock the boat with
any Tojo-like commands. But, as in most other
occasions of my Charlemagne life, I’m completely
in the right, of course, and we’re no sooner inside
the mall than the monkey bounds into a Sunglass
Hut and starts trying on frame after frame like
he’s D. B. Cooper in search of a good disguise.
Then, almost as quickly as he enters, he comes
running directly to me and hands over a smart
looking pair of shades in a style and fit Coco
Chanel might show some interest in.
I’m Brando-mumbling my thanks to the
little Gandhi lookalike as he scampers next into a
bra shop and comes Earhart-zooming right back
out, clutching a scanty black brassiere. However,
by my well-practiced Houdini sleight of hand, I
just slipped on the previously-gifted sunglasses,
and methinks that to the little primate, I’m now
just another shopper (hell, from my perspective,
I’ve achieved becoming as incognito as codename
Cicero). So instead of clinging to me, the smelly
little pet’s now calmed down and riding serenely
atop his sexy owner; that’s right, he’s in the
situation he should have been in all along: he’s
come to a loving accord with Emily of the Mae
West ass, and with Dickinson of the two justwon’t-quit tits.
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E

arly next morning, Sebastian dressed in
jeans and a gray t-shirt, ate a bowl of
oats and hopped on the train. From the
bridge, the river was full; puffy clouds wandered
between the two cities and towers shimmered,
reflecting each other like mirages. The millions
concentrated onto the smaller isle screamed
a silent invitation to the men and women
commuting in business casual dress. Pigeons
pecked at sidewalk cracks under the yellow light
that blessed the gum-pocked curbs.
Sebastian wished that he had a job at one
of the art galleries or tech companies where the
attractive people from the train worked. Unsure
of where to go, he followed the sun to a doorway
ahead of a long line of matted beards and watery
eyes. One man called, “Wait in line, buddy!”
Sebastian turned, searching for the voice. Lantern

jaws and broken noses swam before him. Wait in
line, buddy, buddy, why don’t you wait in line, line
line, line. For a moment he forgot himself and
shouted, “I’m here to help!”
“What can we do for you today?” He
spun to see a man with shaggy brown hair and a
cleft lip, smiling, broom held like a staff.
“I’d like to serve.”
The man’s face lightened. He held out a
thick, rough hand. “I’m Kevin. It’s too late for
breakfast, but if you wait a few minutes we can
let you bus.”
Sebastian glimpsed two boys with
no facial hair and a girl wearing a headband
standing in aprons behind the counter. Men
straggled past him toward the red trays and
cereal bowls, still wearing the coats or sheets
they’d slept in, despite the day’s growing warmth.
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A collective chatter filled the hall,
which Sebastian absorbed as he stood
against a wall. When the first men
stood to leave, Kevin called over the
droning, “Gather the trays and bring
them back here!”
Sebastian bowed before the
tables he cleared. I could do this
every day, he thought, as he walked
through the kitchen grinning. The
line ran out and soon the last of the
men left, licking their lips, their eyes
glowing. Kevin locked the front door
and beckoned, “Come meet Greg.”
Between a spiral staircase
and a bathroom, Kevin opened a
door to what was clearly a converted
janitor’s closet. Greg set his pencil
down and stood, wobbling his desk.
He wore a white raglan tee and faded
blue jeans; a few inch-long strands
of gray hair stood on his dome, and
he only came up to Sebastian’s chest,
despite the fact that Sebastian was not
tall. Greg thanked him for coming,
but next time would he please give at
least twenty-four hours notice, it was
easier to assign tasks that way. When
he spoke, he revealed a missing lower
incisor; large black pores covered
his cucurbitaceous nose and sunken
cheeks; deep wrinkles lined his
forehead. Sebastian couldn’t help but
pity him.
“Any paperwork you need
me to sign?”
“Nope. I came simply to
disburse my luck and good will.”
Greg cocked his head, his
pale blue eyes roaming Sebastian’s
face. “Well thanks for coming in.
Now if you’ll follow me.”
Greg led him into the kitchen
to two sinks piled high with dishes.
He pointed to the green rubber gloves
draped over the moveable faucet.
“Start here and just let Kevin
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know when you’re done!”
By eleven, Sebastian had
recited all of his favorite poems and
hummed most of his favorite songs.
He was glad to be of service, but he
wanted more face-to-face action, to
tell the homeless men how strong they
were, how he admired them and they
could do anything they wanted if they
put their minds to it. But first he had
to chop vegetables for the soup. Then
he fixed the sandwiches, peeling
moldy crust off bread, slathering
mustard on the top and mayo on the
bottom slices, folding the bologna the
way Kevin told him—two pieces per
sandwich; they could always stand
in line again if they wanted more—
and adding a wimpy piece of iceberg
lettuce. “And if you’re hungry, help
yourself.”
Sebastian didn’t want to
seem superior and his stomach was
whining, so he grabbed a sandwich
and sat at a table in the middle of the
room. The front door opened, letting
in the sounds of a siren and the first
men in line. The meat was of poor
quality, and though he’d done a good
job removing any mold, the lettuce
wet the bread, making it soggier than
it should have been. However, it was
a warm May day and the grizzled
hobos buzzed as they entered, lifting
his spirits. A droopy-eyed man sat
next to him. Despite Sebastian’s stare,
the man made no attempt to meet his
gaze. Laughs erupted from behind,
where a fellow with a salt-and-pepper
beard was telling a story with his
hands to the six people at his table.
Sebastian couldn’t quite make out
what he was saying, but it was clear
that he had a vibrancy and charisma
unmatched by anyone else in the
room. Sebastian wished he were in
on the joke.

After eating, he began his
bussing duties. But as he leaned over
his first table, a violent premonition
seized him. He felt these every so
often throughout his life, in the
same way animals anticipate seismic
activity or volcanic eruptions, though
the negative events that followed
always happened specifically to
Sebastian and no one else, occurring
anywhere from a few minutes to a
few days after the onset of shaky
hands, cold sweats and déjà vu for
this life or a past one. In this instance,
however, the event occurred much
sooner than he expected. On his
way to the kitchen with an armful of
plates, Sebastian was trying to place
the last time he’d felt this way, which
was about six months before, prior
to his father’s sending him to a psych
ward, when the charismatic man with
the salt-and-pepper beard stood up.
Sebastian stutter-stepped left and
right, gauging which side the man
would choose. Without making eye
contact, the bearded man settled left,
so Sebastian chose right, closer to the
table. Earlier, however, the bearded
man drained the last of his water
onto the floor before filling his cup
with just-expired milk, and it was here
Sebastian stepped, sending his plates
and trays into the air and around him
in a clatter as he fell to his knees and
lay sprawled on his belly. The entire
room quieted. Then the man kicked
a piece of lettuce from his scuffed
Asic onto Sebastian and laughed.
Sebastian, unhurt save for a strained
right hamstring, began to push
himself up when the man stepped not
over, but on him, square in the middle
of his back, sending him down to the
linoleum and cracking his vertebrae
the way a child might stand on his
father’s sore spine or a wrestling

coach might stretch his captain before
a match. He couldn’t have been more
than a welterweight, gaunt from a life
of sleeping on subway cars and air
vents, but Sebastian moaned as he
hit the floor. By the time he stood, the
bearded man was out the door in a
blast of sunshine.
Greg had come out of his
office after the ruckus and rushed to
Sebastian, crouching to ask what had
happened, hoping he didn’t have a
lawsuit on his hands.
Sebastian
stuttered,
“I
slipped and then,” he pointed to the
door, “I think I offended him.”
Greg’s mouth hung open.
He helped Sebastian up and shook
his head, “Next time, I think you’re
better off staying in the back.”

Sebastian
justified
his
embarrassment of that afternoon
by telling himself that he’d needed
to be brought down to earth a bit;
he’d been too excited thinking about
his date with Lexi that evening.
After he went home and changed,
his mood was rising again. This was
partially due to his favorite cologne,
which he’d sprayed himself thrice
with, once on each wrist and on
the neck. Triomphe was made two
hundred years before by Rancé, for
Napoleon. As he walked out his door
he imagined crossing snowy Alps, to
Cairo to slice the top off the Great
Pyramid and shoot the nose off the
Sphinx. Catching himself, he cried,
“Napoleon was too vain. Besides,
Lexi Vanca is no Moscow.” But she
was the most beautiful woman he’d
ever known, far prettier than Tasha,
the girl he met while studying in
Petersburg. He’d found it much easier

to speak to women from Eastern
Europe; by not relying on language,
he didn’t worry about his stutter,
which added to his confidence.
But his relationship with
Tasha was another episode of
unrequited love. He lied to himself
that his poor Russian held him
back the night he asked for a kiss,
when really he’d been prime friend
zone material the whole time due
to excessive blandishments and
adulation. Her blonde hair fell over
her face as she shook her head, hand
curling it behind her ear, smile full
of sisterly pity, long fingers waving
goodbye as she entered her dorm.
The memory still caused Sebastian to
frown.
Lexi was different though,
more exotic and she spoke his mother
tongue. Best of all, she was at least
partially interested in him, since she
agreed to meet. Or his mother was
stepping in to help. Stella was good
at provoking miracles. She had him
at thirty-eight, after she’d tried for
a decade. When she finally resigned
herself to being childless, Sebastian
happened.
The train squealed into the
station and it was a long moment
before the doors opened. The
passengers egressed. The less patient
edged sideways around a whitehaired lady with a cane. Sebastian was
last to enter, whispering that he was
going to see his love. Sweat greased
his palms and soaked the armpits
of his undershirt. To temper his joy,
he stayed in an earlier era of his life,
choosing that day in the hospital after
yet another surgery to quell Stella’s
raging cancer, when her face was
streaked with tears as she keened and
raised her gaze to the ceiling, shaking
her head, “I’m not going to miss

living, I just want to see you grow up.
I want to be there for you as much
as possible, I hate being here. I don’t
want you to have memories of me
suffering.”
Their bond had been so
strong that she could see what
Sebastian was thinking: the sterile
halls and uniforms, fluorescent
lights and industrial cleaners, dying
people in bed next to her and their
ammoniac smell––it made his
stomach turn. That was the worst, the
smell of death that filled his nostrils.
To this day, whenever he stepped foot
in a hospital it took him back to that
ugly memory of the nurse entering,
telling him it was time to leave so his
mommy could eat, how he clung to
her, crying, and Stella snapped that
she would tell her son how to act and
would eat when she was ready, and if
the doctor had a problem he could
tell her to her face.
She told him to pray. “God
listens to children’s prayers, especially
miracle children like you; otherwise
He wouldn’t have given you to me.
And when I’m healthy again, we’ll go
to the park the way we used to.”
But with those last words she
broke down and he didn’t believe
her. Although her crying upset him,
he knew it was because she was
going to miss him. What he did not
understand until later was her rage
over Michael’s dictating what she
should and shouldn’t do. No drinking,
stay in bed, take your medicine.
When they fought, Stella cried,
screamed, accused him of wanting
her dead. At times, she would call
one of her sisters to help her care for
Sebastian and spend time with her
on her deathbed. One of the four of
them always came; they lived nearby,
never having left the land where they
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“He blurted, ‘What do you
think happens after we
die?’
She raised her eyebrows.

‘Not one for small
talk, huh?’ and shot her
second oyster the way she

tossed back the first.”
were raised by their father after he
arrived from Ireland, a hammer and
a wood plane in his bag, so legend
went. Sebastian’s aunts bought him
candy and took him to the movies,
sometimes bringing his cousins. They
remained neutral, sympathizing with
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his father over a cup of coffee before
he left for work early in the morning.
Michael’s family made things
worse. One day, his grandparents
arrived with bags of books and toys.
They laughed and played in the
living room, but when they heard

his mother’s bedroom door open,
Regina shushed them and entered the
kitchen. Stella was drinking a glass of
water at the sink.
“Were we too loud for you?”
Regina whispered.
Stella’s Irish temper flared

up. She exploded, “Get the fuck out
of my house!”
“What’s going on?” called
Phil.
But Stella would not stop
screaming until he and Regina
gathered at the door. Sebastian
watched as they held their bags,
frowning, shaking their heads,
prohibited by Stella to even hug their
grandson goodbye. Stella watched
them leave and shut herself in her
room with her mug of water.
Sebastian knocked and
peeked in, “Why did Grandma and
Grandpa leave?”
In tears, Stella invited him
in. “Grandma’s spoiling you so she
can replace me when I’m gone. She’s
trying to kill me, Sebastian.”
At the time, he believed her,
but later he knew his grandma could
not be trying to murder his mother. It
was then that he learned alliances are
real and their causes exist outside of
paranoia. To Michael, non-scientific
quests for causation were the stuff of
conspiracy theorists; to Stella, that
Regina was Michael’s mother made
her more responsible for his devising
a failing plan of care. But Michael’s
greatest betrayal was to send Stella
to the hospital on her deathbed. She
resisted, but he said that this would
offer her the most comfort. Stella
wanted to be around her family, to let
death come naturally, even if it did
cause her pain. She accused Michael
of putting her out of mind so he
could stop paying for her treatment,
he became a greater enemy the closer
she drew to death.
That last time Sebastian saw
her, Stella’s face was ashen and her
shriveled body, normally thin, had
shrunken into a child’s frame. When
she saw him, she brightened for a

moment and, with effort, invited him
to her.
She whispered into his ear,
holding him and crying silently,
“You’re gonna grow up without me.
But even when I’m not here I’ll be
with you. You’re special, Sebastian.
But you have a lot to learn and I won’t
be there to help. You’re gonna have
your heart broken and you’re gonna
be lonely. That’s okay. When you see
someone who needs help, help them.
When you ask for something, be
polite, and if they give it to you, don’t
take more than what’s offered. Learn
someone’s name before you spend
time with them. Love everyone but
don’t always trust them. Be around
people who are good and honest.
Stay true to yourself, thank God
every morning that you’re alive, and
remember that I will always be here,
watching over you.”
			
Dying
light
streamed
between West Side buildings, former
factories and low-rise blobitechture,
illuminating the streets like ancient
canals at the bottom of a sea. In the
dusk, the city’s denizens gloried in
the lengthening days and warming
weather, freed to play outside after
another day of work and routine.
Chateau Rouge was a dark
space with exposed brick, lots of
wood and red-shaded lamps. With art
nouveau fixtures, absinthe droppers
and servers in suspenders, the overall
effect reminded Sebastian of 1920s
Paris. The hostess wore a bowler hat
and suspenders over a white oxford
shirt. She led him to a back table with
tall glasses and heavy cutlery and
handed him the menu.
The
oyster
selection

distracted him until laughter burst
behind him, crackling like fireworks
under the paneled ceiling. Servers in
black bowties and waistcoats carried
towels over their arms. At the bar,
a stocky waiter put his finger over
a straw to test a pink cocktail. He
muttered to the bald bartender, who
nodded and jiggered a shot of rum.
Waitresses wore their hair clipped
to reveal long necks. They dressed
like the hostess in white shirts, black
skirts and red lipstick, but without
suspenders.
“Would you like anything to
drink?” asked a shorter woman with
a broad nose and thick lips.
“I’ll just take a dozen
Shemogues for now, I’m still waiting
for a friend.”
When the oysters arrived, he
checked his phone. Lexi was twentyseven minutes late. If by 8:15 she did
not arrive, he would start without her.
At 8:16, Sebastian brought
the first oyster to his mouth and
spotted Lexi striding toward him. He
jumped in his seat and the shellfish
almost fell to the floor. He reset it in its
ice platter and stood as he took her in:
thin line of mascara around her eyes,
hair in a loose bun on her crown, an
airy black top and tight black jeans.
“Sorry I’m late.”
“No p-p-problem.” He hated
himself for stuttering, but made up
for it when he placed his hand on her
back and kissed her cheek. She hung
her Louis Vuitton bag on the chair.
The server approached and
Sebastian was vindicated; she had
come after all.
“I’ll take a glass of the
Chapellet,” Lexi said.
“Do you want a bottle?” he
asked.
“Will you drink it, too?”
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“I don’t drink.”
She gave him a confused
look and shrugged. “Sure. Let’s do a
bottle.”
Then they were alone and he
had no idea what to say.
“My mother used to tell me
never to trust someone who doesn’t
drink.”
“My mother was an
alcoholic.”
She looked down. Silence as
he smiled, trying to be cool, thinking
of a natural conversation topic.
The server returned, presented the
label to Lexi and opened the bottle.
Hands folded, elbows on the table,
he admired her as she sipped and
nodded, and then set the glass for
the woman to pour it half-full. He
was a troll before her. She drank
again and replaced the glass by its
stem on the table. She cupped an
oyster and brought it to her mouth,
extracting detritus with her thumb
and forefinger, placed the shell bit on
her bread plate’s edge—it wasn’t a
pearl—and peered into his eyes.
He had still said nothing and
now the silence was unbearable. He
flushed. Every subject seemed trite.
He did not—could not—ask her how
many siblings she had or where she
attended college. She reached for her
next oyster.
He blurted, “What do you
think happens after we die?”
She raised her eyebrows.
“Not one for small talk, huh?” and
shot her second oyster the way she
tossed back the first.
He had broached death
too when they first met and wanted
to justify himself. “I’m sorry. You
must think I’m a weirdo. I only
bring it up because it’s something
I know we have in common. It’s all
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that’s certain––another step toward
entropy.” Anything to lead them into
conversation. “Are you familiar with
Unified Field Theory?”
She nodded uncertainly.
“I have this idea where...” He
laughed, “You probably don’t want to
hear it.”
She shrugged, reached for
another oyster.
He would have to lead. “If
energy can’t be created or destroyed
and the universe’s heat is used up
as it expands,” he paused, waiting
to meet her eye, hoping she would
understand his thesis, “Does that
mean more order here on earth? If
dark matter and dark energy affect
the outer reaches of the universe,
wouldn’t they affect us too? What if,
by ending hunger and poverty and
bringing global peace, we offset the
balance of energy in our solar system,
causing more disorder out there so
that the sun burns out sooner and
the earth becomes too hot to live on?
Sooner, you know,” he tittered, “As
in one billion years instead of three.
What then, will we move to Mars?”
Eyebrows arched in hauteur,
she swirled her wine and funneled it
into her mouth. She cared nothing for
what he said, but he had to impress
her, to speak originally, with words
in arrangements she’d never heard,
poetry in conversation.
“My real question pertains to
the micro level; I know that the human
spirit can’t be compared to rates of
intergalactic energy, that would be
like measuring how fast hair grows in
miles per hour; I’m wondering, if by
desiring order—or at least creating
what you want out of life, do we bring
greater chaos to those around us?
Men have always tried to control the
world around them: Caesar, Genghis

Khan, Napoleon. They used evil
and inflicted suffering, and they were
‘great men.’”
Here he paused for an oyster,
giving her time to understand him,
to believe his sincerity, that he wasn’t
trying to make a fool of her or talk
simply to talk. He noted buttery, briny
flavors, and replaced the mollusk’s
shell the way she did, inspired by its
sweet finish.
“I’m not trying to deconstruct
greatness or order,” he smiled, “But
artists too,” and here she met his
eyes, “wind up sacrificing structure
in their lives for greater control over
their work. I guess what I’m asking is:
when you have a goal, do you put all
your energy into it, no matter what
the results may be?” She reached
for another. He rubbed his chin.
“Because when you do, that’s Truth.”
He flashed her a knowing smile. “The
move from wisdom to strength to
ignorance.”
“What the fuck are you
talking about?”
“It’s all re-re-re-related,” he
stuttered. “Physics, history, alchemy,
transubstantiation, metempsychosis,
it’s the same thing.”
She made her body into an
S, head hanging, shaking, shoulders
slumped in surrender as she stared,
subsuming him with her beauty. “I
don’t follow.”
“You’re not into magic?” he
tried to laugh it off.
“I’m not in a coven.”
“I did-didn’t mean to offend
you. I get carried away sometimes.”
She finished chewing.
He drank some water.
“So what do you do?” she
asked.
“For a living? I read. I’m a
big reader.”

“Oh, you’re in publishing?”
“No. I’m an autodidact.”
“So you do book reviews?”
“Kind of. Have you ever read
Don Quixote?”
“Yeah, when I was younger.”
“Did you know that Part II
of the Quixote is regarded as the first
piece of modern fiction? Cervantes
was responding to impostor Quixotes,
caricatures of foolishness by guys
looking to ride on the coattails of
Part I’s success, and since this was
before copyrights, Cervantes’ only
and best way to respond, for people
to understand that he was the real
author, was to distinguish his Quixote
from the fakes. He did this by showing
Don Quixote’s wisdom instead of
representing him as a delusional
madman thinking he’s a knight.
When Part II was published in 1615,
the character is very different from
how he was in Part I. He’s much
more self-aware, both of his fame and
his ‘madness.’ So instead of allowing
himself to be carried away as he was
in the first volume, he’s more human,
more ambiguous, still a little crazy,
but also wiser. For the reader, it’s hard
to tell when he’s sane and when he’s
mad. It’s similar to when you meet
someone who’s really out there, who
you think could be crazy because
everything they say can be interpreted
as either total nonsense or zen koans.
And sometimes I think that’s me. I’m
Don Quixote, where I’m the only one
who knows that I’m sane and these
impostors are trying to convince me
that I’m crazy for thinking the way
I do. They’re trying to convince me
that they are the real ones, but they’re
only playing a part, a role, and I’m
alone in showing my true self.”
“Don’t you have to play a
role?”

“Not necessarily. Most do,
though.”
“What do you think my role
is?”
“The beautiful woman,” he
grinned. She squinted, holding her
glass before her mouth, leaving him
to study her profile.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to
offend you.”
“People think that because
I’m beautiful I don’t have any
substance.” She frowned and shook
her head.
They drank at the same time,
he water, she wine. He said, “You’re
the beautiful woman the same way
I’m the fool. They judge us before
they take the time to learn about us.
But it’s okay; it makes us stronger.”
She turned her head,
exposing her neck. He felt like a
hypocrite for desiring her beauty after
he had said she was worth more than
that. “Your parents are divorced,
aren’t they?”
A man to their left coughed
as if he had food caught in his
windpipe. She ignored the noise and
said, “How’d you know?”
“Lucky guess.”
She puckered her lips and
narrowed her gaze in suspicion.
Sebastian continued, “My
parents would have divorced if my
mom had stayed alive. They were
always fighting. On the way here I
was thinking about that because I
was so excited to see you, I wanted
to temper my joy with more sober
thoughts.
He drank and they locked
eyes, invisible beams transfixing them
so that he read her thoughts, full
of sympathy, curiosity and wonder
about her own parents.
“I can beat you at this,” she

said and he blinked, letting the power
settle back to her side of the table.
Sebastian picked up his
glass and looked over his shoulder at
the ceiling and then again at Lexi’s
collarbones. “It’s so fleeting, isn’t it?”
“What is?” She gathered
her hair into a ponytail. Talk floated
over tables, cocktail shakers rattled,
laughter echoed from the bar.
“La dolce vita. This. You
can’t always find moments like these.
When they come you have to let them
happen.”
She reached for the bottle
and poured a short glass. “Are you
always like this?”
“It happened when I first
saw you too.” His eyes welled again,
this time with sincerity instead of
empathy. “Do you like the wine?”
“This isn’t going to get
serious.”
“We both like fine things.
Why not enjoy them together?”
She leveled her eyes and
searched his face. Her bag buzzed.
She hunted for the source, bird-like,
pulled out her phone and, with her
free hand, drained her glass as she
thumbed the screen. “I have to go.”
She finished texting without looking
up.
“Already?”
“Yes.”
Sebastian made eyes at their
server and scribbled his signature in
the air. He handed over his credit
card without checking the bill.
The
darkness
outside
surprised him; the sun had hung over
Hoboken when he first entered, now
the sky was black. Their date had
been so short, less than the amount
of time he spent waiting for her. He
would have preferred to stay with,
no, to be her, to know her expensive
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clothes and well-applied makeup, to
hear her confess, to touch her soul.
Instead she was sand slipping through
his fingers.
“Can I escort you home?” He
was immediately sorry and ashamed
for trying to hold on when she didn’t
want or need him; she had made that
clear by showing up late and leaving
early. He offered a hand in her
direction to undermine his faux pas,
to pass it off as an act of chivalry.
“I’ll be fine.” She saddled her
bag with an over-the-shoulder wave.
“Ciao.”
He waved back but she was
gone, heels clacking the pavement. He
was unsure if he should be depressed
at how the date went, how he threw
money at her and didn’t receive one
word of encouragement—no “thank
you,” no “see you next time”—how
he mostly spent his time with her
talking to himself. She barely cared
about what he said and probably
responded to a text from an unloving
man she would sleep next to tonight.
He wanted to shout that he had found
her, that he needed to see her again
to stay alive, and would keep taking
her out until she realized he could
help her be happy. But he didn’t. He
waited in the same spot a bit longer—
he had to walk that way too and didn’t
want her to think he was a stalker.
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Hypnagogia
Kyle J. Skovira

After a lover leaves, I start wearing his antlers, scalpeled in sleep
from a nine-point buck folded on the interstate—, it was my turn
to be a man. De-tethered from the walls of Lascaux & startled
by his breath, I bolt until I dissolve into a pew; a man hymns
words cobbled from dust as an organ drools—, it seems
both desperate & sincere. The parish feeds the sound of animals
with body & blood : Everyone looks to be sleeping. Am I comforted or just
hiding an erection produced by fear?
There was a thud on the door like my box spring hit it,
each resting person drawn hypnopompic : a severing cocked
their eyes, lusted with bullets : a paternal history of BDSM & violence
towards the strange thing in the room. The god of this place
put an arsonist at the altar; the stained glass curtained by smoke
confettis as my lover turned hunter fires a revolver : another flash cuts
a tapestry from the rafter, blooming downward
to cuff the light of every projected thing—, how suddenly
I give the darkness what it wants.

brutalism
Christopher Mulrooney
form follows function says Wright
and every fairy knows what that means
beating his fists against a manly chest
and shrieking as the tears fly oh you brute
you brute you brute you brute you brute you brute

googly
Christopher Mulrooney
give it a name and knock it back
into the Stone Age with shock and awe
for who would expect it, my ass
suddenly given out as your face
come kiss me sweet and twenty

house of winds
Christopher Mulrooney
how the wolf reacheth vanity
with all its striving, still the breezes come
and stiffen every bellied sail for leagues
here’s canvas for you painter, aye
dip your brush and sign your John Hancock
the song of sailors chanted on the main

*Christopher Mulrooney passed away on July 23, 2015.
We are happy to have had the chance to publish his work.
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Everyone I’ve Spoken to
Doesn’t Want You to Succeed
Cooper Wilhelm
On days when I feel like a fire on a rooftop,
arms up, at the edge, eager
but unable to fall,
I know any hawk finds me and it’s all over.
When the drunk sang I sunk
among them up to the shoulders or shrunk
to the size of whoever I was talking to, but just
a little lower,
as if my eyes weren’t clawing every corner of her
for an exit.
Aphorism 1:
When starting down the path of love, dig two graves.
Aphorism 1:
They’re both for you.

Holy are the Disembodied
Cooper Wilhelm
Your man is lost, the sea has wooed him.
Even now, can’t you see her holding his hips
with her strong thighs, her weight above and beneath him
in her dark room, even as he tries to stand up from the bed
to shave or find a window, to call out
or find a corner to be alone
with thoughts of what he’s done or the marketplace or you.
The cloth of our white sails will fill your cups, set your tables, block
the light of your bright windows, all your days.
But you had to know and we had to make sure someone told you.
So it fell to us, as it always does, the bronzed men, wet and weeping
on door steps, eyes fixed to the heart that’s behind you
watching you hear the words you surely knew were coming
since the first morning you awoke
and didn’t seek his weight beside you.

I never in my life believed a thing that wasn’t trying to kill me.
Most restaurants have a back door through the kitchen.
Some fire escapes only take you to the roof.
The ladder back up to the platform
is usually near the front end of the train.
Love always ends
in an open grave or in a shut blossom
and you don’t need claws
to tease your body out.
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CRITICISM

Katherine Mansfield
as Literary Fauvist
Tom Holmes

F

rom 1912 to 1913, Katherine Mansfield served
as one of the editors of Rhythm, a modernist
literary and arts journal. During her time there,
she interacted with and was influenced by the Fauvists,
a group of painters that experimented “with colour and
pictorial space” (Welton 370). Some of the better known
Fauvists are Henri Matisse, Andre Derain, Maurice de
Vlaminck and Anne Estelle Rice. The movement peaked
“between 1905 and 1907” (370), but it may have begun
around 1900 after the Exposition Universelle opened
in Paris. Despite when it arrived, it arrived, and Jude
Welton, in her “Fauvism” entry in Art: The Whole Story,
gives a concise description of Fauvism when she notes,
“Matisse and Derain did not use colour to imitate nature;
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they used it imaginatively to create both harmonies and
disharmonies. Rejecting the convention of painting a
realistic illusion of space, they instead emphasized the flat
surface of the canvas” (371).
By using this Fauvist lens to read Mansfield’s
stories, new insights can be found, such as the effectiveness
of decentralized narrators and time, and especially the
Fauvist use of foreground and background and how
Mansfield uses them to juxtapose sorrow and joy.
In the first issue of Rhythm, Michael T. H. Sadler
in “Fauvism and a Fauve” says, “Fauves are striving [for]
decentralization of design” (17). Mansfield, also, does this
when her stories shift in and out of the minds of different
characters or when one character, such as Raoul Duquette
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in “Je Ne Parle Pas Français,” acts as
narrator from multiple viewpoints
within his own mind. This shifting
focus subverts the typical design of
one narrator’s point of view and
provides us with different vantage
points. In other words, Mansfield
creates decentralized narrators.
“Je Ne Parle Pas Français”
opens with a scene rich with imagery;
Mansfield then populates the scene
with people, which is also a Fauvist
technique. As Matisse notes, “You see,
one must make pictures [tableaux],
compose pictures like the Masters
used to do, not like the Impressionists
who cut out [découpent] a piece of
nature at random; one must put
figures in” (Benjamin 307) (Fauvism
was, to some extent, a reaction
against Impressionism). In the
story “Je Ne Parle Pas Français,” it
takes just six paragraphs before the
café is populated with people. In
the meanwhile, the reader quickly
realizes they are inside someone’s
mind observing the world. The mind
of Raoul Duquette notes a café, then
comments on his lack of belief in the
human soul, and then he slips into
the mind of a customs official and
says in his head, “Have you anything
to declare? Any wines, spirits, cigars,
perfumes, silks?” (Mansfield 122) and
continues thinking as the customs
official, and then returns to his own
mind all in one sentence.
It is as if Mansfield is
preparing the reader for the later,
more intense switches that will occur
in Duquette’s mind as he shifts to
viewpoints of himself, a female or
very feminine-like narrator and
as an overly confident writer. This
prolonged split begins to happen
around the moment when the waiter
pours him coffee or “purplish stuff
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with a green wandering light playing
over it” (123), after which he suddenly
realizes he was “quite apart from”
himself (123). He was two people.
And this split is enhanced in just
a few more paragraphs when the
writer-persona introduces himself
after Duquette compares the café to
a manger into which the Virgin Mary
walked in, and the writer persona
thinks:
“That’s rather nice, don’t
you think, that bit about the Virgin?
It comes from the pen so gently; it
has such a ‘dying fall.’ I thought so
at the time and decided to make a
note of it. One never knows when a
little tag like that may come in useful
as possible because the ‘spell’ was still
unbroken (you know that?), I reached
over to the next table for a writing
pad” (124).
From here, the story persists
with the dream-like visions as the
paper is compared to a “little dead
kitten’s tongue” (124) and later, when
the writer feels his body dissolve or
melt “into water” (124) except for his
head and arms. The arrogance of
the writer emerges at the end of the
section: “No second-rate mind could
have experienced such an intensity of
feeling so . . . purely” (125).
The
story
continues
in Duquette’s mind and, a few
paragraphs later, the writer persona
talks about an “other self ” (125)
who like a “lost dog” went looking
for a little girl named “Mouse,” who
it couldn’t find, which foreshadows
or flashes back to the other moment
when he abandoned Mouse at the
end of the story (chronologically,
the writer-narrator is flashing back
to encounters with Mouse, but in
the story as the reader reads, it
foreshadows abandoning Mouse.

Mansfield then not only decentralizes
the narrator, but she also decentralizes
time.). This “other self ” is the “foxterrier” female persona.
The prime narrator, or the
story’s first narrator, is “twenty-six
years old and a Parisian” (125) who
goes by the name Raoul Duquette.
Raoul then slips back to his one
remembered childhood memory
where he relives an experience with
his laundress, who rewarded him with
“little round fired cake covered with
sugar” (126) for sexual favors, and
this foreshadows/flashes back to his
relations with women. But then the
prime narrator tell us his life didn’t
really begin until the “moment that
[he] became the tenant of a small
bachelor flat” (126), which is where
he became a writer, where he first
began writing for newspapers and,
later, three books, which were about
his “submerged world” (127). He then
admits that he has never “made the
first advances to any woman” (127),
which may be linked to the encounters
with the laundress. From there, he
slips into his female character or a
very effeminate character narrator:
“I am little and light with
an olive skin, black eyes with long
lashes, black silky hair cut short […]
My hands are supple and small. […]
I confess, without my clothes I am
rather charming. Plump, almost like
a girl, with smooth shoulders, and I
wear a thin gold bracelet above my
left elbow.
[…] It’s the result of my
bad life, my submerged life. I am like
a little woman in a café who has to
introduce herself […]” (128).
This incident sets up the
relation he has with Dick Harmon,
who has a “dreaming smile” (128)
and a “dreamy half smile on his lips”

(129). Harmon is often described
as dreamy, and the writer-narrator
looks on to him fondly, almost like a
woman in love with a man. And in a
simple twist, the writer-narrator says,
“It was he [Dick Harmon] who made
the first advances,” as if the roles
were reversed. Harmon advanced
on him as if the writer persona was
a woman. The writer persona then
confesses that he had shown Harmon
“both sides of my [Duquette’s] life
[…] my submerged life” (130), which
one might assume is him admitting to
his feminine side, or the “submerged
world” of his books.
To make it more clear, the
writer persona (now woman persona)
says as a guarding, jealous lover might
say of their love, “All the while we
were together Dick never went with
a woman,” as if the woman persona
were woman enough for Dick
Harmon. And then it becomes finally
obvious after the woman persona sees
a photograph of a “not quite young”
(131) woman fall to the floor that
this isn’t exactly true, and the jealous
female side of the writer persona
says in her head, “Out of my sight,
you little perfumed fox-terrier of a
Frenchman” (131). This narrator is
then a woman or woman-like because
a few paragraphs later, the narrator
says, “I felt hurt. I felt as a woman
must feel” (131). So now the story has
at least three full-fledged narrators
(depending on how and what you
count) appearing in one story and
from one character’s mind, and there
are multiple shifts between each
narrator within the story. And two of
the characters have unrequited love
dreams with two other characters
who are in a relationship: the womanlike narrator with Dick Harmon and
the writer-narrator with Mouse.

Because of this shift in
narration or point of view, the story
steps outside “the realistic illusion of
space” and time as a Fauvist does.
In fact, Mansfield is breaking with
traditional models of storytelling
in much the same way the Fauvists
did with painting. For instance, art
critic Louise Vauxcelles described
the Fauve artists when he said of
Henri Matisse, Andre Derain and
Maurice de Vlaminck, they are “the
‘Wild Beasts’—in a dismissal of their
aggressive brushwork, lack of nuance
and strident, non-naturalistic use of
color” (Welton 370). But it is through
these techniques that, as Vlaminck
says, they were able “to re-create a
liberated world” (371). Mansfield’s
decentralized narrator perspectives
and decentralized representation
of time more closely resembles, as
Virginia Woolf says, “the vision of
our minds” (149). In Woolf ’s essay
“Modern Fiction,” she announces
the inadequacies with the formulaic
novel writing that had been occurring
in order to depict life. However, Woolf
(who was significantly influenced by
Mansfield) points out, “Look within
and life, it seems, is very far from
being ‘like this’” (149). She continues:
“Examine for a moment an
ordinary mind on an ordinary day. The
mind receives a myriad impressions–
trivial, fantastic, evanescent, or
engraved with sharpness of steel.
From all sides they come, an incessant
shower of innumerable atoms; and
as they fall, as they shape themselves
into the life of Monday or Tuesday,
the accent falls differently from of
old [. . .]. Life is not a series of big
lamps symmetrically arranged; life is
a luminous halo, a semi-transparent
envelope surrounding us from
beginning of consciousness to the

end” (150).
The mind in a Mansfield
character through Fauvist techniques
gets closer to the mind of a real
person, who often moves through
time at different velocities and
through simultaneous timelines,
such as when one drives a car staring
down the road while also recollecting
a memory or imagining an event,
and both the present timeline and
memorial or imaginative timelines
move at different paces, like the
imagined scene in “Je Ne Parle Pas
Français”:
“Flash! went my mind.
Dick has shot himself, and then a
succession of flashes while I rushed in,
saw the body, head unharmed, small
blue hole over temple, roused hotel,
arranged funeral, attended funeral,
closed cab, new morning coat” (141).
Not only is time condensed
here in movement from action to
action, but the syntax is condensed,
as well. For instance, the cut phrases
like “head unharmed” instead of “his
head was unharmed” or “small blue
hole over temple” instead of “I saw
a small blue hole over his temple” or
“there was a small blue hole over his
temple” and “roused hotel” instead
of something like “the commotion
roused the hotel to full awakedness and
chaos,” etc. The removal of subjects
and verbs and modifiers and also
the implied transition from subjects
from “I rushed in” to “his head [was]
unharmed” to the “commotion [that]
roused the hotel” to “I arranged [the]
funeral” to “I closed [the] cab” to “I
[put on/purchased] a new morning
coat” creates a decentralized
language, at least in this scene, and
it approximates how a person might
feel going through this horrific event,
which then ends in an unconcerned
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“Mansfield’s
decentralized
narrator perspectives
and decentralized
representation of
time more closely
resembles, as Virginia
Woolf says, ‘the vision
of our minds.’”
manner of getting and perhaps
purchasing a “new morning coat,” as
if the narrator is completely over the
experience and he moves on with his
life in the ellipsis.
Or time can shift through a
centralized narrator who has a firm
understanding of her environment,
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until she sees her husband about to
kiss another woman, as Bertha Young
does in Mansfield’s 1918 short story,
“Bliss.” In it, the reader experiences
situations through the eyes of Young
(with occasional commentary from a
third person narrator). We experience
the same bliss and desire Bertha has

for her husband and for Pearl Fulton,
a party guest at her house. Ironically, it
is Pearl that her husband, Harry, ends
up kissing. However, the reader and
Bertha don’t realize this until a halfpage before the end of the story when
Harry takes Pearl’s coat and violently
grabs Pearl and affectionately says,

“I adore you” (155). The scene also
seems to hint at a kiss. Nonetheless,
Bertha witnesses this, and as she does
we, the reader, experience it, and the
whole story turns upside down. The
stable narrator and her confident
perceptions have been altered. Her
world and the reader’s have become
dispersed. The reader now has to reread, or reflect, and Bertha has to reexperience her whole story, or married
life, again. That is, the present tense
immediately shifts into the past tense.
What the reader experienced in the
present tense telling of the story now
has to be reflected on. And even when
the reader reads it again and the story
remains in the present, he views it
with one eye still in the past of their
original, innocent, naïve reading, as
naïve as Bertha’s experiences. The
reader and Bertha now see the pear
tree not as a symbol of Bertha’s desire
and bliss but rather of Pearl and
Harry’s desires. The sexual imagery
was of Harry and Pearl. In addition,
Bertha’s earlier quote, “Why be given
a body if you have to keep it shut
up in a case like a rare, rare fiddle”
(145), makes the reader realize that
Bertha is living in the confines of her
contented life that has no worries for
money, with a “satisfactory house
and garden” (148), the right friends,
books and music and “a wonderful
little dressmaker;” they were going to
vacation in the summer, and, to top it
all off, “their new cook made the most
superb omelettes” (149). But none of
it was worth it as Bertha was being
betrayed by her husband and Pearl.
As Sabine Rewald notes of
the Fauvists, “Their spontaneous,
often subjective response to nature
was expressed in bold, undisguised
brushstrokes and high-keyed, vibrant
colors directly from the tube”

(“Fauvism”), and this description,
too, can be applied to “Bliss,” as
this subjective story is expressed in
bold, undisguised imagery direct
from Mansfield’s pen, and they are
so undisguised and so subjective the
reader doesn’t fully comprehend it
until the end when the whole story
or stories blossom before the reader’s
eyes in a new subjectivity and
boldness.
Stories also blossom in the
foreground and background of a
Mansfield narrative in a Fauvist
manner, to a certain extent. In a
Fauvist painting, there is a tendency
for the foregrounds to be dark and
the backgrounds to be light. Charles
Millard also notes this of Matisse’s
Fauvist paintings when he observes
in Matisse’s painting “Luxe, Calme
et Volupté” and takes in “the tonal
structure of dark foreground against
light background” (577) and, later,
when he observes in Matisse’s
painting “The Young Sailor” that
Matisse kept “his dark foregroundlight background schema” (577).
While the Fauvists often used this
dark foreground-light background
technique, they also maintained
the spirit of joie de vivre in their
paintings. Mansfield, too, implements
the dark foreground-light background
schema, however she also introduced
sorrow against joy in her stories, and
her tendency was to place the sorrow
in the dark foreground and joy in
the light background. Employing
a Fauvist perspective to her stories
helps to ensure these binaries won’t
be missed. With a Fauvist lens, the
dark background of sorrow and light
foreground of joy can be examined
more easily. A simple example of this
occurs in Mansfield’s story “Bliss” and
a more complicated one in “Prelude.”

“Bliss,” on one level, consists
of two stories: what occurs in the
foreground and what occurs in the
background. Unlike a painting,
which cannot change its setting or
scenes, a story’s location can shift
many times, and in “Bliss” there are
two set scenes: the dining room and
the drawing room.
Quickly into the “Bliss” story,
Bertha enters the “dusky […] diningroom” (145) and Mary offers to “turn
on the light” (145), but Bertha indicates
she is fine with the current lighting as
it is. Bertha then places some brightly
colored tangerines, apples, pears
and grapes on a “dark table [that]
seemed to melt into the dusky light”
(146). Here, Mansfield introduces,
on a small scale, the dark foreground
and bright background as the bright
fruits were recently purchased outside
of the house at a shop and placed
on a dark table in a dark room.
From a Fauvist slant, the fruit comes
from the bright background outside
the house and is placed in the dark
foreground of the dining room. A
little while later, Bertha moves to “the
drawing room and lighted the fire”
and quickly “the room came alive at
once” (148). Here, the reader sees the
lighted background (drawing room
with fire) in the spirit of joie de vivre.
The background is enhanced even
more when she opens the windows to
another, richer setting that overlooks
the garden outside with a “tall, slender
pear tree in fullest, richest bloom […]
against a jade-green sky. […] Down
below […] the red and yellow tulips”
(148). Out of this window is literal
and symbolic passion. It is outside
where Harry (Bertha’s husband)
and Pearl Fulton (his mistress) are
having an affair, as noted above, and
it is also outside where the pear tree
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behaves as an aroused phallic symbol
at the moment of sex: the pear tree
“grow[s] taller and taller […] almost
to touch the rim of the round, silver
moon” (153). This passion, however,
isn’t realized until later when Pearl
Fulton arrives to the drawing room
with the fire then dying.
Pearl Fulton is Bertha’s sorrow.
Hence, the drawing room, which has
slowly become the foundation of the
new scene and setting as more and
more people populate it, becomes
dark and transforms into the story’s
newly, shifted foreground. Pearl also
represents Bertha’s sadness because
she is having an affair with her
husband, but also because Bertha
is very much attracted to Pearl but
cannot have her. And later, when
in the hallway, a new background
emerges as Harry embraces Pearl
and announces to her, “I adore
you.” Bertha is witness to all this
from the drawing room (the now
dark foreground), and her whole life
within the foreground of the house
comes crashing down.
The parallels to Fauvism’s
dark foreground-light background
schema are apparent in this story.
However, the Fauvists, as noted above,
celebrate joy and avoid sorrow, as
Matisse said in “Notes on a Painter”:
“What I dream of is an art of
balance, of purity and serenity devoid
of troubling or depressing subjectmatter; an art which might be for every
mental worker, be he businessman or
writer, like an appeasing influence,
like a mental soother, something like
a good armchair in which to rest from
physical fatigue” (4).
Mansfield, unlike a Fauvist,
brings sorrow into most of her
stories. However, she does use Fauvist
techniques to achieve this. The
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Fauvist used colors in new ways–such
as painting with ones that were not
imitative of nature, providing new
contrasts or complementary positions
of colors, or by bringing color into
shadows–and it’s this bringing color
into shadows and creating contrasts
that Mansfield uses to help the reader
see despair or, more specifically, joy in
a new manner.
In “Bliss,” the reader sees joy
in the more lighted and/or colorful
background. For example, Harry and
Pearl embracing in the background
contrasted with the woe of Bertha in
the drawing room foreground with a
dying fire darkening the room; and
the reader sees the symbolic joy in the
colorful background of the garden,
which eventually contrasts with
Bertha’s glee from wherever she is
inside the house against her anguish
over losing Pearl and Harry. Bertha’s
escape to the symbolic desires on
the outside, or in the background, is
reduced to being shut into the sorrows
of a closed fiddle-case foreground of
her complacent life.
The more complicated
example of how foreground and
background are used can be seen
in “Prelude,” where foreground
and background inhabit places and
people. The story starts off with
Linda Burnell laughing as she leaves
her children behind and rides away
in a “buggy [that] twinkle(s) away
in the sunlight and fine gold dust up
the hill” into the background, while
the children remain behind in the
foreground crying. This opening
scene announces that the reader can
expect more of the foreground-assorrow and background-as-joy story
technique, and the reader does, such
as at the beginning of Section III
when Keiza is up late into the night

looking off into the distance where the
“bright stars speckled the sky and the
moon hung over the harbor dabbling
the waves with gold. They could see
the lighthouse shining on Quarantine
Island” (83). Notice how there is no
mention of dark. There’s just the
lighted background of stars, moon,
gold wave and a “lighthouse shining.”
A little bit later in the same section
after travelling through the dark to
her new house, Keiza’s grandmother
hands her a lamp, or a “bright
breathing thing” (85), to carry as she
travels down the hallway of wallpaper
with parrots, which came to life and
“persisted in flying past Keiza with
her lamp” (85). The farther Keiza
walks into the background, the more
the light appeared until she arrived
into a room with a “crackling fire”
(85). She has at last completed her
journey from her old house in the
background to the new house in the
foreground, where her mother rode
off to in the beginning of the story.
These minor instances of dark and
light and foreground and background
are what set up the more significant
part of the story–the aloe tree and
Stanley Burnell (Linda’s husband).
By the end of Section V, the
foreground of the story has shifted to
the new house, and it concludes with
an unsatisfied Linda who was “waiting
for someone to come who just did
not come, watching for something
to happen that just did not happen”
(92). She has become dissatisfied with
her current state. At this point in the
story, the reader might think she is
overcome with sorrow because of
the new location, but, in reality, and
as will become clearer, it is Stanley
who is the cause of her new sadness.
Even in this section, there are hints of
this, as Linda has a vivid dream filled

with colors and birds and a baby,
until Stanley rudely awakes her. He
takes her out of the background, the
distant land of Linda’s dreams, into
the depressing foreground with him.
But as the story progresses,
the reader might think differently
about this conclusion. He might think
Linda is the source of sorrow as she is
happy and laughing when she leaves
her children behind in the beginning,
and later when she finds Keiza at the
aloe tree. Prior to this, Keiza had
escaped through fields of flowers,
camellias that were white, crimson,
pink, and flashing, and other flowers
and bright colors. Keiza was running
away into the well-lit background.
A bit later, she comes upon an aloe
tree that was once beautiful but is no
longer. Oddly, this ugliness appears
because Linda, Keiza’s mother, was
approaching. Keiza found beauty in
the background until the background
of home encroached upon her in the
form of Linda. Later, however, this
same aloe tree will blossom before
Linda.
Before the story gets there,
though, this first aloe tree scene
ends Section VI, and Section VII
begins with Stanley as if to create
by association a not yet understood
connection. Mansfield, like a Fauvist
putting colors next to each other for
effect, places Linda with “half shut
[…] eyes” (as if dreaming again)
talking about the future beauty of
the aloe tree (which blossoms “[o]
nce every hundred years” (97)) and
the end of Section VI next to Stanley
returning home from work at the
beginning of Section VII. Again,
Linda is in a dream state thinking
of beauty and Stanley intrudes on it
and brings her out of it. Linda isn’t
the embodiment of the foreground’s

shadow which makes the aloe tree
ugly; it’s what she carries with her
unconsciously, which is Stanley, as
will become apparent.
Eventually,
Linda
is
enlightened, when in Section XI she
is “bathed in dazzling light” from
the moon in the background (110),
and her mother announces that she
thinks the aloe tree is about to bloom
and that Linda appears to be as well.
Then Linda begins to dream again
that she is rowing quickly towards the
aloe tree and away from Stanley. The
dreaming escape to the tree enables
Linda to realize that “[f]or all her
love and respect and admiration, she
hated him”–him being her husband,
Stanley. She realizes her sorrow and
then becomes joyful when she is in
the background with the beautiful
“red and white camellia trees” (112).
She knows where happiness is, but,
unfortunately, she resigns herself
to the fact that she has to return to
the house with Stanley, and when
she does, she becomes cold and
trembling, as her mother notices
when she asks Linda, “Are you cold,
child? Are you trembling?” (112). Like
Bertha, Linda’s shut into the fiddlecase foreground, but she longs to be
in the background where the aloe tree
is and Stanley is not. The background
for Linda becomes escape and the
foreground becomes captivity.
It’s evident based on these
stories that Mansfield was influenced
by the Fauvists or used Fauvist
techniques in her writings, as many
critics claim but do not explain.
Examining her work with a Fauvist
approach can help illuminate some
meanings and scenes that might
otherwise go unnoticed in Mansfield’s
writings, such as the situating of
emotional states into foregrounds

and backgrounds, with light and
dark creating the need for escape
and how the decentralization of
time and narrators creates multiple
perspectives and interpretations for a
Mansfield story.
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