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Editor’s Note
So I know what some of you more easily scandalized types are thinking (and God
knows there are plenty of you after spending enough time in the newly conservative
world order): what’s a dildo and some Barbies got to do with literature? The answer,
of course, is: everything. Now more than ever, art is a sign of the times—a barometer
of our engagement with current societal moods. We are still told to worship at the altar
of cock, of late more than ever. That’s how the most unqualified president in history
managed to get elected. This was the original intent, at least. But now, this cover has
come to represent something else entirely in the wake of several writers’ decision to
withdraw their submissions over meimorettini’s eye-catching artwork.
It didn’t once cross my mind that, of all people, artists could be so easily rattled by
an image. Artists are supposed to be the favorers of shaking up the norm, of jarring
the masses. And then it gave rise to the question: does being an artist automatically
intertwine you with politics? I never really considered myself a political person; maybe
that means I’m the sort of hated illk who can “afford” not to be. Or rather it’s simply
assumed that that’s the case because of my skin tone. Take a look at my bank statements
and I assure you that I at least have poverty “on my side.”
When it was suggested to me that I amend the cover to placate those made uncomfortable
by it, my instinctual reaction was “fuck no.” I’ve never been one to tiptoe on eggshells
to accommodate others, which, in part, stems from having to do just that so often in
my family during my youth. Art has always been the one way through which I could
expunge some of my meekness. I’m not about to let anyone’s opinions take that away.
And then another thought occurred to me: am I the Donald Trump of the literary world
for ignoring everyone else’s wishes and concerns? By only caring about my aesthetic
tastes as opposed to tailoring them to the masses? Maybe. But I also know that this isn’t
about the dictator-like nature of an editor-in-chief. It’s about the vehement protection
of freedom of speech. In the era of revamped conservatism on acid, I feel it’s more
relevant than ever to get in your “striking” statements while you can. Suppression and
subjugation could only be a day away. It kept bringing my memories back to that
scene of Madonna in Truth or Dare (by now, you should know I reference Madonna
a lot) defending her Blond Ambition tour to the Italians (the Pope had publicly decried
the show as “immoral”). Her words might as well have been taken from my own mouth
after dealing with the outcry over a standard-issue male appendage and the presumed
notion that the imagery was an intended affront to the female gender. As Madonna
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stated in her speech to Italian news outlets, “My blood boils when I’m misunderstood
or unfairly judged for my beliefs... Like theater, [my show] asks questions, provokes
thought and takes you on an emotional journey, portraying good and bad, light and
dark, joy and sorrow, redemption and salvation. I do not endorse a way of life, but
describe one, and the audience is left to make his own decisions and judgments. This is
what I consider freedom of speech, freedom of expression and freedom of thought...
If you do not believe in these freedoms, you are imprisoning everyone’s mind.” It is
thus that I hope readers of The Opiate will be permitted to look beyond the surface
long enough to truly absorb what’s inside. Otherwise, I’ll borrow one more quote from
Madonna’s Truth or Dare: “Do we care what society thinks of us?” “No!” her dancers
scream back. Madonna continues, “Do we want an R rating or an X rating?” “X for
XTRA FUN!” And yes, this speaks to the visually assaulting presence of a dildo as well.
I suppose I’m also particularly sensitive to the lashing this cover has received because,
well, this isn’t the first time my “tastes” as an editor have been condemned. There was
the writer who also maligned me for a roster of primarily male names in one issue’s
table of contents that led them to believe this curation was somehow malicious on my
part. But in my attempt to cling to the notion that my actions were apolitical, it didn’t
seem to me explicitly offensive. Like the cover art I select, it’s about initial attraction.
It’s love at first sight—either I react viscerally to something or I don’t. And that’s
how art ought to make a person feel. I’ve always read submissions based on how
I feel about them. It’s not about structure, syntax or proof of a grad school degree.
Sometimes, this can lead to one gender being heavier than another in some issues. And
yet, why must it always be about gender? We saw how that worked in the 2016 U.S.
election. Rather than voting for Hillary because she was a woman, they voted against
her for it. Gender is, in so many ways, illusory. And, in nature, it is malleable. Maybe
in making every little thing about male versus female we are setting ourselves up for
constant disappointment. I’m not saying I, as a female, have forgiven men for some of
their general wrongs (primarily, a lack of loyalty and an innate desire to serve the self),
but I am saying it’s time to look beyond this great divide. I’m sure my views will be met
with criticism, perhaps likening me to some three-headed monster with the faces of Ann
Coulter, Sarah Palin and Kellyanne Conway on them, but so be it.
It bears noting of course that titles like “Some Stupid Bitch Killed Ana Peaceful” aren’t
going to add to the notion that I’m a feminist, but get past your literal take on things
and the “uneven ratio” of male to female writers in Vol. 9, and you’ll see that Valerie
Solanas would very much enjoy the contents of not only the aforementioned play (the
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first ever being published in The Opiate, which is rather momentous), but also the entire
issue.
With many internationally-based writers gracing the pages of this edition, I would
also like to give special thanks to my editor-at-large (the perfect moniker for such an
everywhere at all times person), Malik Crumpler, for helping to direct me to numerous
writers abroad as a result of his Parisian residence and connection to Poets Live, the
oldest running Anglophone reading series in the City of Light. If you happen to be in
Paris, I highly recommend checking it out (now I sound like Ferris Bueller recommending
that you pick up a Ferrari should you have the means to do so).
Finally, I would just like to say, why does any image of a woman with a dick have to
be labeled as somehow demeaning to the female in question? Maybe she likes having
sex, unlike most people I encounter these days. Or maybe the quantity of Barbies
per quality cock is what’s being represented with this image. We all know it’s just like
Flannery O’Connor said and that a good man (read: dick) is “hard” to find.
So, once again, to loosely paraphrase from my favorite pop star, I’ll simply say to
those who can’t get behind my “tacky,” “gauche,” “classless,” “misogynistic” cover: “I
am an Italian American and this is how I choose to express myself.”

FICTION

For those who have not judged us harshly for our front (and back) side, I can assure
you you’re in for an affecting and memorable read. And if you yourself happen to be
one of the last writers willing to shake things up instead of tailoring your work to the
likes of The New Yorker (which LCD Soundsystem secretly wrote “Losing My Edge” in
honor of), feel free to submit to theopiatemagazine@gmail.com.
Yours very sincerely,
Genna Rivieccio
P.S. For more information about the magnificent Italian duo that is meimorettini, turn
to the final pages.
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At Stella Magna
Edmund Hardy

“I

am gall, I am heartburn. God’s
most deep decree bitter would have me taste: my
taste was me.” It was an odd way to begin a client
meeting but someone had to say it. Either that or
the first slide of my deck had been sabotaged by
a disgruntled ex-employee, and not for the first
time. I’m not gall, I’m Peter, the co-director of
Occam 3D, a digital agency. We were meeting
a new client, the infamous Stella Magna dance
school of Pimlico, although what they wanted us
to do was not yet clear.
The school’s director, Ping Chesterton,
made her name with an interpretation of “Paint
It Black” by the Rolling Stones. She would appear
on a white stage, her legs glistening with black

10.

paint. In a series of sweeping and audacious
shuffles, she would then “paint” the whole stage
and part of the front row black. The critics raved.
“Ferocious bodily intelligence” was the least of it.
Me and Ping went way back. For years
we were business partners, long before her
reinvention as a dancer. Our first big project was
a grill restaurant in Clapham called Peter & Ping’s
Rotisserie, but scandal ensued when rumours ran
round the fine dining community that a mouse
had been employed as head chef. The rumours
were rebutted, but our team walked out. “More
like Peter & Ping’s Ro-tragedy,” quipped our
(slightly unsteady) head chef as he handed in his
notice. We turned over the joint to Garfunkel’s

and let them get on with it, a decision
both we and Garfunkel’s would live
to regret. Our next project was a
gourmet fast food Charles Dickens
themed pop-up kitchen in Dalston
called Miss Havisham’s Burger
Bar, but the extra cobwebs with the
gherkins proved anathema to the
hipster crowd. “More like Miss Havishambles,” quipped our head chef as
he handed in his notice for a second
time. We turned over the concept to
Byron Burger and let them get on
with it, a decision both we and the
newly launched Magwitch Chicken
Paradise of Bethnal Green would live
to regret.
“Well,” said Ping. “Look who
it isn’t.”
“Well well,” I said. “If it isn’t
Ping Chesterton.”
“You’re right it isn’t. I got
married. It’s Ping Bonnington now.”
And with that she flashed
an opal ring around the room and
pointed one leg up at the ceiling,
turning slowly like a clock.
Ping’s foot reached ten past
the hour. While running our series of
ramshackle bars, restaurants, eateries,
we had also fallen in and out of bed.
We were in each other’s power.
“We could create a pop-up
bar called Betrothal,” I said. “For
engaged people.”
“To be be-truthed,” Ping
replied, and we should have left it
there. “A place to share truths. Truth
and dare…” We really should have
left it there.
On the opening night, I
planned to actually propose, without
realising that engagement might be
different than creating a coffee bar
halfway up an abandoned chimney.
Ping arrived, and immediately got
into a spat with a critic who had

written up a visit to Jessop’s Well,
our California-style wine bar, by
describing a Riesling from Monterey
County as “the most unpleasant
thing I have ever put in my mouth.”
She told him that she could think of
at least three much more unpleasant
things.
The tips of her toes reached
half past.
Later that evening, Ping took
a call, and afterwards was distracted
and kept sending text messages. As
the party wound down I saw her
out on the street, walking away. She
turned, and waved. I realised she was
waving goodbye.
A quarter to.
Ping didn’t reply to any
message and I understood from
friends that she’d gone abroad. Our
lawyers sold our remaining bars and
cafes, the ones which broke even—
someone else could take the names
and locations and turn them to new
ends. The next I heard of Ping, a
year had passed and “Paint It Black”
brought down the house at Sadler’s
Wells.
The flash of the opal had
inscribed a full circle on the ceiling:
Ping had completed a full rotation.
She sat down.
“What the hell is going on?”
asked my assistant Nigel who hadn’t
had any coffee within the last hour
and was getting restless.
The question echoed my own
thoughts—eight years after Betrothal
failed here was Ping sending me an
email and asking to become a client. I
need your help, she had written, and
added a smiley face.
“I am chastened,” said Ping,
examining Nigel with a glance of her
blue eye. She sighed. “There has been
an intrusion. It has happened within

your purview: the World Wide Web.”
This was true. In our more normal
role we curated people’s “digital
footprints,” their online brand or
profile. Ping sighed again. 		
“Something which should
never have been seen has been seen
online.”
“Ah,” I said.
“Someone,” Ping was still
saying, “has placed something
unwanted in our world, like a squirrel
which breaks into your flat and goes
through your underwear drawer to
bury acorns there.”
The meeting seemed to be
getting out of control.
“We seem to be getting out of
control,” I said, and made a doodle
in my notebook. There was a silence
during which I feared that Ping was
going to perform her “Paint It Black”
routine, but instead she cartwheeled
away and out of the door, saying, “I’ll
leave Nicola to fill in the deets.”
Who was Nicola, and what
was she? We were alone in the room.
A drop of water fell onto Nigel from a
brass runnel which was strung across
the ceiling, apparently rigged up to
water a plant by the door. I imagined
Nigel blooming like a paper flower.
My phone rang.
“I will say this only once,”
said Nicola, directly into my ear
through the phone. “Hello.” There
was a pause, followed by the muffled
sound of Nicola giving directions to
an errant taxi driver, “…no I said take
six lefts then three rights… under the
acacia tree… Very wrong… horse
chestnut… north circular… count
beyond five… pair of binoculars.
Sorry Peter, anyway, I’ll send you a
link to a video. It will reveal all.”
“Oh good,” I said. “Roger
the account manager here will take
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The Requisitions

this on.”
“No, we understood that you
would be managing this matter. It
cannot be Roger, no. Tell me that it
isn’t Roger?”
“It isn’t Roger,” I said. “It’s
me, Peter.” God’s most deep decree
bitter would have me taste: my taste
was me.

Samuél Lopez-Barrantes

W

as it raining or was it bright out?
Does nature take mind of a tragedy? The morning
felt darker than usual and it certainly felt like it would
rain, but after descending the stairwell and making
his way towards Zgierska Street, truth be told the
professor was not focused on the weather. Despite his
distaste for rumors, Viktor could no longer ignore the
cause for alarm: the Astoria Café’s owners, Tomasz
Surguine and his wife, Heida, had been found shot
dead in alleyway; Calel the Waiter and the rest of
the wait staff had been beaten in their homes; and
everyone who had been at the café on November 1
was ordered to report to the Gestapo building for 8
A.M.
Viktor and Tadeusz had spent the night
discussing ways out of the city, but whatever ideas
they had were less convincing than what was left
unsaid: the city was cordoned off and SS patrols were
everywhere. This was not some fantastical fiction
with a clear possibility of escape, as if dashing in and
out of the shadows were a schoolyard game. Lodz,
Poland was a Nazi city and Viktor and Tadeusz were

12.

its enemies. Even if they managed to hide from the
patrols, the Gestapo would simply hold their loved
ones hostage. During the raid at the café, each
patron had been forced with a rifle butt in the nape
of the neck to provide contact information of close
friends and relatives. And so the morning came as it
had always come.
Viktor woke up, washed his face and made a
cup of tea. He met Tadeusz at the market. Were they
marching towards their death? What it would feel
like, Viktor wondered; perhaps like nothing at all.
He did not speak during the short walk
to the Gestapo building (what was there to say,
anyhow?). He briefly considered praying to a god
he did not believe in, but as he rounded the corner
and saw the red brick façade, the blackened windows
and nondescript entrance, a strange calm fell over
him. He saw the situation with equanimity. If this
was The End, so be it. At least he was with Tadeusz,
his best friend. As they walked up the white marble
staircase and into the Gestapo offices, Viktor tried
to make peace with the world outside. He looked
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at the pregnant white clouds. He listened for birds singing and if they
were not singing, he imagined it. He
acknowledged the warmth of the autumnal sun and stepped inside.
When his feet met the cold
marble floor of the Gestapo foyer,
two officers of the law approached
him and Tadeusz and punched them
before dragging them down into the
cellar. The crypt was dimly lit by a
single swinging light bulb that swayed
left and right, back and forth to reveal stone walls. As scattered light
from the lightbulb illuminated the
cellar, Viktor could make out around
twenty-five other prisoners (Calel the
Waiter included), as well as a large
wooden door leading to another
chamber.
“Do not move and do not
speak,” one of their tormentors said.
Viktor and Tadeusz were thrown to
the ground with the others. They
huddled together.
Before ascending the staircase one of the guards flicked the light
bulb with a closed fist. He imitated a
boxer dodging blows. The flashing
light was disorienting and revealed a
single man in the corner of the room,
apart from all the others. His face had
been cut with something sharp but he
would not shut up—“I demand an explanation for my arrest!” he yelled. “I
am a judge, for Christ’s sake!” Someone tried to shush the man but this
judge would not listen. A few seconds
later, a guard descended the staircase
clutching a metal pipe. He cracked
open the judge’s head and spilled its
yoke.
******
How long had it been? Many
hours, perhaps more. The complete
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darkness and lack of noise (save the
sporadic thump of boots up above)
was far more tormenting than the
growing stench of feces, urine, and
death. Still, Viktor was thankful he
could smell, even if the odor was
wretched. His nose and his tongue
were now the surest of his five senses
in this black place. He could not feel
his buttocks on the cold ground but
did not dare move from his position,
unconvinced that there was not a
guard watching them, silently, from
somewhere deeper within the cellar.
After some time, daylight
appeared at the top of the stairwell.
Viktor squinted. A pair of black boots
slowly emerged at the bottom of the
crypt.
“Dobrozyski!” an officer yelled.
A young boy stood up. He
was no more than sixteen years
old. The officer grabbed the boy by
the hair and dragged him into the
adjacent cellar.
After many hours, the silence
of this place was finally broken. Light
seeped out from under the torture
room. The boy wailed. Viktor could
make out the whites of Tadeusz’s
eyes.
To hear one human being
reduce another to a squealing
piglet is a terrifying and strangely
mesmerizing thing. To hear strong,
kind men cry out for their mothers
in agony is a lesson in something—
of what Viktor was not yet aware.
In many ways, hearing the others
succumb was worse than facing his
own fate. For many hours the names
were called—“Wilnowski!” “Brzoza!”
“Lipek!” “Zdanowicz!” The thuds
and slaps and “please no’s” and
“have-mercy’s” conjured fantastical
machinations of torture in Viktor’s
mind; he had studied medieval

history and was familiar with the
most obvious instruments—the Pear
of Anguish, the Wheel, the Judas and
German Chairs— but the Gestapo
was nothing if not innovative in its
ability to terrorize. Viktor imagined
whatever was occurring in the
adjacent cellar would far exceed even
his own wicked imagination. What
terrified him more, however, was the
silence that followed. Some of the
men were dragged out unconscious,
only to receive a bucket of frigid
water atop the head. Other men,
although bruised and bleeding, exited
the room on their own two feet. These
men told Viktor and the others to stay
strong. A third category of prisoners
exited the room without so much as a
bloody nose, and this was the greatest
torment for those still waiting: why
had these men been spared? Calel
the Waiter was amongst this third
category and although he showed
no scars he seemed to be the most
broken of all. He did not speak to
anyone once freed and avoided eye
contact all together.
On the advice of a fellow
prisoner, Viktor stood up to urinate
against the wall.
“They’ll try and drown you
in it otherwise.”
“Good thing I don’t have to
take a shit,” Tadeusz said.
Viktor sat back down against
the wall and was overcome by extreme
lethargy. There was more waiting and
more shrieking but somehow Viktor
managed to fall asleep.
He dreamt of him and
Tadeusz walking through a forest.
The earth was heaving beneath
them. “Bauman! Viktor Bauman!”
Viktor looked into the forest
depths. Who was calling him?
“BAUMAN!
VIKTOR

BAUMAN!
He was yanked like an animal
from his slumber. It took him a few
seconds to remember where he was—
and why were these men screaming at
him? And then it clicked.
Tadeusz looked Viktor in the
eyes and took his hand. “Be strong,
Viktor. You can bear it.”
Before Viktor could answer
Tadeusz, he was already in the adjacent cellar. His eyes adjusted to the
bright room and its earthen walls. A
blinding floodlight illuminated the
torture chamber. There were three
guards, a wooden desk and two small
wooden chairs on either side. On the
table was a rather tame collection of
medieval instruments—rusty pliers,
a thumbscrew, a few knives, kitchen utensils. How unoriginal, Viktor
thought. A spatula? He took a deep
breath.
“Sit down.”
The command was pointless.
Someone shoved him into the chair.
“Wie heiSen Sie?” asked the
gaunt man with a high-pitched voiced
seated on the other side of the desk.
“My name is Professor Viktor Bauman,” Viktor responded.
Out of the white light careened a hot palm into the right side
of his face.
“You will answer in German,” a faceless voice screamed from
the flaming abyss.
“Ich bin Viktor Bauman,”
Viktor replied.
Another palm pummeled
his ear from the left. The room was
spinning now, accompanied by white
light and a high-pitched ringing. Viktor was tackled off of the chair and so
began the kicking.
At some point during the
initial stages of the beating, the pro-

fessor had a ridiculous thought: They
want to squash me like a bug. But I am not
Gregor Samsa. They are the bugs. They are
the insects.
Viktor laughed at himself, if
not in reality then in his head. Even
here in a torture chamber, he was
thinking like an academic… but what
possible use could he find for The
Metamorphosis in this cellar?
“You are a Jew, are you not?”
They stopped kicking him so
that he might answer.
“Depends on who you ask,”
Viktor said.
This triggered a much more
violent blow, which took him by surprise—as did the fourth, fifth and
sixth blunt object to the head. But
was this it? A few wallops to the head?
A few brass instruments? He could
handle this. But after the thirteenth
blow—he counted them—Viktor
pleaded with his captors to let him sit
in the chair. They did not relent. As
Viktor curled himself into a ball in
order to protect his vital organs and
his head (incredible how automatically the body contorts into this position
when in distress, Viktor thought), he
no longer felt or heard much of anything. He saw himself from an external perspective. The assault became
a series of dull thuds, nothing more.
Yes, the wallops were brutal but they
were also bearable—he could sense
they were holding back. These men
did not want him dead, not yet, and
at some point he found himself sitting
in the chair again. As he would later
tell his friend Martin, it was useless
to try and describe what occurred.
It was what it was. It happened. The
scars were more than enough proof
and any future attempt to describe
what it felt like not only eluded Viktor, but more to the point, an expla-

nation of torture only served to relive
the experience. There was a leather
belt and a wooden spatula. This he
remembered. There was also a frying
pan and a metallic rod. Of course it
hurt. Fantastically. But pain was just
a byproduct of what Viktor experienced down there, for even as he
prepared himself for the pliers that
would remove his fingernails, Viktor
did not believe a fellow human being
who held no personal animus towards
him could in fact treat him like an
insect. Occluded within Viktor’s academic, unexamined optimism was
the firm conviction that human beings, as a rule, were basically decent.
When he had entered the cellar, he
believed he would be spared. One
of his torturers had wrinkles forged
from smiles—this, among many other things, Viktor wished he could forget. Because at the moment Viktor
felt this man’s hand violate the illusion that he was fundamentally safe
in his own skin, Viktor changed in a
way that no degree or lecture on the
human condition had yet been able
to affect him. Viktor’s brain triggered
his vocal chords to scream and yell,
yes, but this was a mechanical reaction, not an active decision. And what
Viktor would remember most about
that day, morning, evening or night
had nothing to do with pain and everything to do with the supposed social contracts and rules that bind us
together. With the flick of a fist, so
too went the illusion of personal safety—and this in a matter of seconds!
A single punch to the groin from an
“officer of the law”—for that’s what
these men were now, legally speaking—shed this most human of delusions like snakeskin. How beautifully
childish he had been to believe these
men to be decent, rational beings.
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They were not human, at least not
according to Viktor’s humanist definition of the species. If they had been
human, they would have respected
him.
This was flawed logic, of
course: these men did not see Viktor
as a human being, which is why he
was now in this cellar. All men are
created equal. Life and liberty—how
ridiculous. The myth that policemen are here to protect and that the
law is meant to protect average citizens and not the powers that be. But
something more: that it is possible to
feel trapped inside the most familiar
of places, our own body. But was it
still his body? He was their prisoner,
after all. So perhaps he really had become a bug, cowering on the ground,
trapped in its own shell. If he was still
human, where was Grete, Gregor
Samsa’s loving sister, proof of his true
identity? Where was she, the protector? On the other side of the door?
When would she burst in? At some
point during the beating (whether it
was before or after he lost consciousness, the professor was unaware) Viktor realized that Grete was not there.
And if the professor (was he still a
professor?) was the only person who
believed in his own humanity in this
cellar—“I am not a bug, despite what
you say. You are the real insects”—was
he not simply a schizophrenic?
When the body experiences
pain, there is an expectation of salvation. It is only natural to expect assistance. This is why we cry out for
help. Such assurance that someone
or some thing will save us is fundamental to the human condition, and
while Viktor’s best friend and a few
dozen others were just next door
(they outnumbered the guards five
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to one), Viktor knew he was helpless.
Still, he screamed for help. Perhaps
it was stubbornness, a human rebellion. In the beginning he believed it,
that someone would burst through
the door. He believed this because it
is what we all expect. But as this insectan man wearing a gas mask tried
to transform Viktor into a ball of broken flesh, Viktor realized there was
no point in intellectualizing the situation. He would simply have to bear it.
This was a test.
What followed was a strange,
almost anesthetic quality to each
blow or crank of the thumbscrew.
With each punch to the face Viktor
realized this was not unbearable (after
all, his body was bearing it) and after
some time he began to experience
the dull thuds on his person as affirmations, not attacks. The professor’s
loss of trust in other human beings
was one thing, but the violence upon
his encasing? It was only a shell. They
think I am a collection of bones and organs in
flayed flesh. Viktor smiled (if not in reality than in his mind, for despite such
philosophizing he was still screaming): my body is nothing more than a vehicle,
an appendage. My head and my legs and my
ears and my testicles are part of me, yes, but
they are not my essence. And to experience the attack as something other, as
an affront to his body but not his being, well this gave Viktor comfort as
he tried to disappear into himself. He
remained unconscious for some time
on account of the noxious gas and
this fugue state was welcome. Viktor
felt he had triumphed. The torture
had failed. They have not broken me. Only
my flesh. (It was entirely plausible, of
course, that Viktor was simply hallucinating; that these officers of the law
were breaking him, somewhere; that

he really had become an insect in this
cellar).
When it ended he was
thrown back against the wall with all
of the other men. These scars will become souvenirs, Viktor thought, but
they will not dictate what I remember.
And so Viktor proceeded to touch his
face and survey his fingers, arms, and
legs. He was amazed that he still had
a forehead; that his nostrils could still
expand and contract; that he still had
a mouth with teeth inside of it; that
his testicles were still there; that his
throat could still produce sounds—
even laughter, perhaps; that his anus
had not ruptured; that his fingernail
would grow back. A few years ago,
Viktor had sprained his ankle and
screamed in agony in the city center.
Thinking back on the moment, he
could not help but laugh. And while
he was afraid of being called back to
the room (which he would be, three
more times in the next twelve hours),
what became truly memorable about
the experience of torture had little to
do with pain.
“Sierakowiak!”
His friend’s last name
brought Viktor out of this pensive
reverie. Viktor said what he believed—“Don’t worry, Tadeusz. You
can bear it”—and sometime later,
after much screaming, Viktor’s friend
returned bloodied and battered. One
of Tadeusz’s front teeth had been
knocked out and his cheekbone had
been shattered; three fingernails were
missing; and whether it was because
Tadeusz had forgotten to urinate prior to the attack, or because he had
a wife and children, or because he
received one more beating than the
rest of them, or for any other number
of reasons that cannot be intellectu-

alized or dissected, when Tadeusz
finally left that place of bright light,
he would not be able to fall asleep or
think about laughter. This had nothing to do with strength or courage or
lack of wisdom—each man experienced torture differently because each
man is tortured differently. There is
not and nor should there be any nobility in enduring pain. What worked
for Viktor, his ability to detach the self
from the experience, did not work for
his friend, and any future attempt to
qualify or intellectualize the violence
invariably ended in absurdity.
Viktor hugged Tadeusz and
consoled him while he wept.
One of their captors exited
the torture chamber and pulled on
the lightbulb’s string. The prisoners
squinted.
“You think this is easy for
us?” the young guard’s voice was
filled with venom and the slightest
hint of regret. “It’d be much easier
for us to just shoot you, you know. We
have to do this, understand? Future
generations will congratulate us for
our strength. Stop crying, for Christ’s
sake. It’s not like we enjoy this. We
will be forgiven.”
Viktor looked into the eyes
of his torturer and despite himself
he felt pity. He hated himself for it.
How could he possibly feel empathy?
This was the crushing blow: to not be
filled with hatred. Because this monstrous human being standing in front
of him was not in fact a monster at
all. This boy of nineteen years old
was just as human as the rest of them.
And to hear the honest truth that this
guard resented the prisoners for existing; that this guard was upset but not
ashamed; that it was true, he would

be forgiven… Viktor now felt everything from his bloodied temple to his
broken toes. He thought of Shakespeare and The Merchant of Venice and
suddenly experienced the true terror
of the experience: this human’s teeth
would also crack under the weight of
a brass knuckle; his fingers would also
break when pressed to the back of his
hand. Despite Viktor’s sincerest hope
that these men were something other, he now knew the truth: this man
would also cower and seek salvation
under the threat of a spatula. Neither
the tortured nor the torturer can be
reduced to an insect.
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F

umaroldo
The smoke-shrouded city of Fumaroldo
is built over a dormant volcano, in a region that
trembles with seismic disturbance. The earth
groans and rumbles, as though freight trains ran
just under the surface. The first-time visitor voices
alarm. The long-time resident smiles and assures
him this is perfectly normal.
Hairline cracks run every which way in
walls and pavements, a crazy pattern in stucco
and marble. Nothing stands exactly level, and
everything is slightly askew. Is the heedless city
about to collapse? Will the heaving earth, like an
angry dragon, swallow it whole and all the people
with it? Nonsense, the inhabitants say.

18.

Fumaroldo is famous for hot springs and
healing baths, which date to the pre-Christian
era. The water in these baths is rich in minerals,
greasy to the touch, and pungent. For centuries it
has soothed and comforted people with chronic
pain, swollen joints, and internal complaints
that baffle the experts. Medical research is nil.
Chemical analysis shows dissolved compounds
of sulfur, magnesium, manganese, and carbon
dioxide.
Brave visitors drink the water. They
swear by its therapeutic fizz. The taste is foul,
but repeated tests by the municipal health
department show it to be harmless. It is free of
germs, biological organelles, heavy metals and

foreign contaminants. Excessive use,
however, is discouraged. The water is
sold in bars by the glass.
A bottling plant on the edge
of the city is run in the most sanitary
and efficacious manner. In addition
to the liter and two-liter bottles that
have long been sold, with their attractive shape and colorful printed
label, showing a lithograph of the

of smoke and steam shoot up from
cracks in the earth. Geysers erupt
here and there, though not on a
schedule. Steam issues from manholes
in the city streets, again disconcerting
the first-time visitor. Fumaroldo uses
an ingenious system of geothermal
capture to satisfy most of its energy
needs: domestic heating, industrial
power, and electricity via steam tur-

es. During a dry spell, trees acquire a
dusty pallor, but a brisk wind dispels
it. Laundry hung out to dry, however,
runs the risk of turning gray.
The presence of volcanic matter in the soil renders it fertile. The
vineyards around Fumaroldo were
celebrated in ancient times. Wines
are produced today on a small scale
and distributed in the region. Unre-

nineteenth-century factory, the company has released a four-pack of
single-serving bottles. These would
make an unusual gift, a complete surprise. Sales overall remain flat, but
the privately-held company claims a
profit. The same family has owned it
for generations.
In the countryside, plumes

bine.

liable rainfall leads to varied quality
from year to year. While field irrigation might be possible, farmers find
reasons why it cannot work. Small
holdings and a fierce tradition of independence inhibit progress.
Fumaroldo had a heyday in
the nineteenth century as a health
resort, a minor spa. Reached by a

“Political demonstrations are unheard-of.
With little effective
clout, the public has no
opinion. Elections often
go uncontested.”
The smoke leaves a thin deposit of ash, like a dusting of snow.
Unperturbed residents sweep the
sidewalks and flagstone terraces. They
wipe railings. They check gutters and
drains, lest they become clogged by
ash in rainwater runoff. Gardeners
shake the leaves of tomatoes and ros-
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narrow-gauge railroad, it attracted
the haute bourgeoisie, rarely a titled aristocrat. The Grand Hotel sprang up
in the center. The Piazza Maggiore
was cleared of encroachments and
planted with acacias. The Abbey of
Santo Spirito was converted to an art
museum. Aside from the baths, these
are still the main attractions.
When rail service stopped
in the twentieth century, the city declined. It is now a haven for disgraced
civil servants, failed entrepreneurs,
retired schoolteachers and former
mistresses. They carry on discreet affairs under false pretenses. They write
memoirs. They raise exotic orchids
and cacti. They cherish their pets—
small purebred dogs, canaries, and
goldfish—while feral cats infest the
alleys.
Afternoon tea is popular in
the lobby of the Grand Hotel, where
an elderly lady with a tremble in her
hands plays sentimental waltzes and
operatic tunes on the concert grand
piano. She has talent, which nobody
can deny, but her tempi are slack.
Men in tweed jackets and jaunty felt
hats smoke shag in briars, while women in makeup and faded fashions pose
with cigarettes poised aloft. They display their slender wrists and painted
nails. Tobacco smoke rises through
the leaves of potted palms, like the
exhalations from underground.

T

raumburg
During the course of an ordinary weekday, in broad daylight,
the streets of Traumburg lie deserted. Trolley tracks gleam in asphalt
pavement. Traffic lights wink at clear
roadways. Cabs wait motionless in
front of hotels, their engines stilled.
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The lone pedestrian out and about
is liable to be stopped by police for
questioning. A cat slinks from crevice to cranny. Afraid to be caught in
the open air, it dives abruptly into the
mouth of a stormwater drain.
The city lies under a spell,
fast asleep. Have its citizens adopted
the Spanish custom of the midday
siesta? Traumburg lies in the misty
north, on the Baltic Sea, where fogs
and storm clouds roil the winter sky.
The ethnic makeup is Franco-Prussian, with a dash of Lotharingian.
They bristle at the hint that a drop
of Mediterranean blood might swim
in their veins. Universally fair and
blond, they adopt nicknames like Bert
and Sigi. Aware of the ultraviolet risk,
they limit their exposure to rays of
the sun by means of broad-brimmed
hats and veils. They rest after lunch,
but this hardly explains the day-long
torpor.
The key to the mystery is
that Traumburg comes alive at night.
Bored with the humdrum and the
everyday, the bland diet of cabbage,
potatoes, turnips and cheese, the gray
skies that blanket aspiration, people
turn inward to the realm of dream.
They lead an active fantasy life, replete with demons and fairy princesses, scaly dragons and inlaid swords,
incantations and magic verses, beverages that confer great strength and
medieval castles that come equipped
with all the modern conveniences.
They read heroic tales that stretch
and unravel and never quite reach a
dénouement. They dress as favorite
characters in gorgeous costumes of
leather and metal: chain mail, pelts
and armor for men, jeweled crowns,
bodices and necklaces for women.

They stage banquets and tournaments, with music of the period
played on period instruments.
This alternate life has a dark
side: the reek of perfume and poisoned wine, invisible wounds that
can never heal, the evil enchantment
of unrequited love, the tragic consequence of getting what you wish for.
Traumburgers are expert at playing
games of skill, at hiding motives and
falsifying scores. Subtle and scheming
as diplomats, they jockey for position
in the endless race for money and
fame, a sense of power, a respite from
tedium.
Consummate actors, they
sing and dance at the drop of a hat.
You would think they had each been
born in a trunk. Anyone might be a
star, from the waiter with the false
mustache to the girl on the stool at the
drugstore counter. They make adventure films in vast studios like aircraft
hangers or football stadiums, where
the roof is lost in a haze. They shoot
on location all over town, where
buildings resemble a mock façade.
Banks of lights turn solid stone to
gauze. Steel and bronze would snap
like sticks of pine.
Inhabitants write long fantasies, whole series of books in so many
volumes no library can assemble a
complete collection. They draw cartoons, they paint battle scenes and
they storyboard features. They reproduce the art in color.
This mass of imagination
they sell. It is Traumburg’s main export, the prop of the economy, the
force that drives the engine of commerce. People must eat, and every
city must feed itself, including one
that sleeps by day. Traumburgers

would persuade you otherwise. They
live on air and buy luxuries for a song.
They long to make slow orgasmic sex.
They pierce you with gazes and snare
you with a wink. Their charm is legendary.
Outsiders scoff that the natives have come to believe the preposterous lies they foist on the world at
large. Those who trade in illusion
retort that the critics are jealous. Taumburg by night has a carnival air,
with lights and action, costumes and
hairstyles, and a sense of something
exciting about to happen, right here
or around the corner. Still, an overnight stay is ill-advised. A plush bed
in a swank hotel leaves you dead with
fatigue. You may as well purchase a
one-way ticket to Kingdom Come.

D

uldubius
The central business district
of the modern metropolis of Duldubius is as gray as a black-and-white
photograph, a view from which all
color is leached and contrast is muted,
a flat matte print, an effect achieved
by painstaking effort to downplay its
gigantic size. Sheets of glass reflect
tones of gray, from pale concrete to
charcoal slabs of granite and schist.
Stainless steel and aluminum, weathered to pewter and off-white chalk,
accentuate this grayscape. Towers
shut out the sky and block the sun
from narrow streets which languish in
permanent twilight.
The sky is frequently overcast, reflected in pools of water in
basins lined with black slate. Open
spaces are paved in stone, and the little plot of grass is withered. A tree is
rare to the point of extinction, a sentinel standing in isolation, its branch-

es clipped, its leaves a lusterless shade
of purple. Beside the door to a featureless shaft of tinted panels cowers
a small sarcophagus, a plain stone
box filled with dry leaves and flowers
of blue or mauve. They last a short
while in the dank climate.
Banking, finance, insurance
and trade are the favorite pastimes
of Duldubius. The rich like to divert
themselves with complicated investment schemes, money laundering,
tax evasion, shell corporations and
market manipulation. They employ
an army of accountants, apprentices, attorneys, analysts and arbitration
experts. They excel at bluff and chicanery.
Without exception, elite
Duldubians grew up elsewhere, attended prestigious universities, have
few living relatives, exercise with religious zeal and travel extensively
for work. They are never at home
and always in touch. They subsist on
bottled water drawn from mountain
springs, bits of raw fish and whole
grains. They are bronzed and fit, with
dazzling teeth. They speak an international tongue, a lingua franca of
English laced with foreign words and
phrases. They read the latest books
and articles. They predict what films
will appear in theaters, which shows
will have a successful run and who
will perform the next big hit. They
have friends and sources in government, strings they can pull. They all
know each other.
Duldubius, however, is more
than a mass of sleek gray towers. The
entertainment zone has block after
block of theaters, bars and restaurants, graded according to price and
gullet, movie palaces and chic art

houses, jazz dives, burlesque joints
and elegant cafés. Sandwiched in are
brothels and temples of vice to accommodate every conceivable fetish
in comfort and style. Patrons may
rest assured these places are strictly
inspected, regulated, taxed and certified by competent authorities. Corruption is rare, as the reputation of
the city depends on the pleasure and
lavish expense accounts of commercial travelers and package tours.
The lower classes, it must be
admitted, are crowded in tenements
and huge apartment slabs that extend
for miles beyond the center. These
residential districts offer little in the
way of green space and amenities,
cramped as they are by the iron bands
of property. Owners dictate, and urban planners execute. Workers commute by bus and bicycle, while elderly
persons tend to their grandchildren.
Pensioners and the unemployed, too
sick or exhausted to stay in the race,
drink endless cups of tea on the sidewalk.
Meanwhile the rich, when
they are in town, flit among the
monotone prisms with anonymous
addresses. The servants and soldiers
who act upon their orders, transmitted through layers of middle management, can scarcely imagine the grim
reality of life at the top. Duldubius
stands so long as people avert their
eyes from the blank face of the sheer
wall, so long as they fail to see their
own reflection.

Z

ladt
The capital of a vanished empire, Zladt resembles the last rose of
summer, the manor house of a grand
estate whose land was sold piecemeal,
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the glittering crown of a monarch in
exile, a head without a body. At the
edge of a zone of field and forest,
surveying a vast and windswept plain
of dry grassland, the city embraces a
dual character of settled farmer and
pastoral nomad, rooted bourgeois
and wandering soul, walled citadel and arrow in flight. This double
ethnic origin is a favorite theme of
literature and art. Centuries of war
and conquest, colonization and folk
migration, new highways and agricultural schemes, all find expression
in the city’s emblem, the hawk and
dove.
Zladt is a city of grand
façades on empty squares, pompous
arches and weedy pavements, eclectic
architectural styles, palaces chopped
into small apartments with lofty ceilings, avenues that start with a bang
and dissipate in ridiculous suburbs.
Fantastical shapes of onion domes,
spires constructed of lace and filigree,
pinnacles, sprockets and bulbous
chimneys dance and run riot over the
roofscape. The cost of repairs is ruinous. So this splendor of stone and
painted tile crumbles little by little.
It tumbles into the mean back alleys
and lightless courts as a litter of rubble.
The people are irrepressible,
a fun-loving gaggle of shop assistants
in stiff collars, down-at-heel aristocrats, saucy maids in frilly aprons,
government officials in dress uniform,
elegant ladies with ostrich plumes in
outrageous hats and laborers who roll
up their sleeves and flex their muscles.
Everyone has at least one tattoo. They
are mad for spectacles, processions of
saints, parades and mass entertainment. They dance in the streets at
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holidays, with any partner they can
lay their hands on. They block traffic
with spontaneous displays of joy for a
win by a sports team. They show their
support for movie stars.
Political demonstrations are
unheard-of. With little effective clout,
the public has no opinion. Elections
often go uncontested. Inflamed with
patriotic zeal, Zladters simply affirm
their faith in the powers that be. They
work with a will, and they show great
stamina in closing a sale, ironing a
fancy bit of lingerie or hashing the
terms of a contract. But unemployment consistently hovers at unacceptable rates. Young people unable to
afford an apartment continue to live
with their parents long after the age
of discretion. Concealed affairs and
secret marriages offer an outlet for
natural urges.
By a stroke of luck, the city
exchanged its gaudy empire for a role
as the site of diplomatic conferences,
international negotiations, trade fairs
and high-level corporate retreats. Its
stage-like look, hotels and restaurants, gilded ballrooms and concert
halls, vacant and priced below market rate, lured organizers of special
events. Zladt became the Capital of
Talk, the Queen of Connection, the
Hot Air Hub. Reporters attached to
news conglomerates adore assignments to cover these gigs. They revel
as much as the conferees in the overblown charm of the city.
Fashion designers from important houses also caught the bug.
Like everyone else, they began by
hosting seasonal shows in Zladt. The
architecture proved ideal as a backdrop for their photo shoots. Easy access to city officials and services like

police protection won their hearts.
They like the vibe in the street, as well
as the educated and under-exploited
labor force. Studios and sweatshops
have started to appear in former factories and lofts. There is talk, always
talk, of a bright future for the town of
the hawk and dove.

H

ydropolis
Hydropolis is a floating city,
composed of barges, boats and ships
of all shapes and sizes, moored together in a shallow bay. Linked by
catwalks, rope-hung bridges and cargo trolleys, the boats bob gently on
the aqueous plain. Streets are open
stretches of water, like canals without
banks, where ferries and small craft
come and go, as busy as traffic in an
ordinary city. Instead of a taxi, you
hail a rowboat or a pedal-paddle in
the shape of a duck. Wheeled vehicles are absent, being utterly pointless.
Boats continually arrive and
depart: the Hydropolitan fishing fleet,
traders and merchants in brigs and
tugs, passenger vessels bound near
and far, new hopefuls and those who
decide to sail on. Who can count the
resident boats at any one moment?
The shape of the city changes day
by day, as people come and go. The
alignment of waterways and informal
paths across gangplanks and hawsers
shifts over time. The whole place
could hoist anchor and sail away. Historically, just that has occurred when
a foreign enemy threatened.
According to legend, the city
was founded when bands of peasants
fled an invasion of boorish developers. They put offshore in coracles and
skiffs, and they never looked back. Yet

the social structure abides.
Each land-based village preserved itself in the new city, so a neighborhood has its own dialect and customs salvaged from the earthly past.
Rivalries are keen and long-standing
feuds. Yet a complex system of marriage prevails, and a culture of taboos. A man of one district can only
marry a woman from another, while
a maiden cannot board the boat of
an unmarried man, unless her father
or older brother is present and armed
with a certain type of oar.
A forest of masts and spars
rides over Hydropolis, with fluttering
pennants and colorful flags. Some
cabins rise to two and three stories.
A rich man’s yacht may provide the
equivalent of a palace suite. Large
hotels are luxury liners. Factories,
hospitals, and churches exist, cleverly
fitted into ships at anchor. A flat-bed
barge near the center functions as a
marketplace on alternate days, with
municipal boats moored along three
sides. The fourth lies open to a basin
that forms a watery urban square.
The mass of the general populace make do with their boat, a little terrain of wood and caulk, which
they scrub and paint with vigor. They
import earth for garden tubs, where
they raise a melon or a few green
beans. Pots of geraniums and dwarf
roses flourish, as well as window boxes
of pansies and marigolds, lemon and
fig trees, vines trained on the rigging
and beds of herbs on the cabin roof.
Songbirds chatter and sing in cages.
Cats keep vigil for rats and mice. Hydropolis has a breed of cat that loves
to frisk in the water. People catch fish
from their bedroom windows, or they
keep them in nets slung over the side

until it is time for dinner.
Since houses are waterborne,
people live their entire lives aboard,
on deck and in tight quarters. Like
sailors with sea legs, they grow used
to the rocking of waves and the ever-present breeze. Infrequent trips to
solid ground make them feel queasy
and somehow trapped. They say they
fear being landlocked. Children learn
to swim before they walk. Adults
boast that, like waterfowl, they can
dive to tremendous depths. Or they
claim to be fish with a secret set of
gills, able to breathe underwater for
hours. Their language is full of nautical expressions. Expert judges of
clouds and wind, they predict the
next day’s weather.
Cleansing tides carry away
all broken promises and regrets. People live for pleasure, good food and
wine. They exercise their wit on topics of the day, they love to sing, and
their voices carry over the water. The
lapping of waves against the hulls
combines with melodies played on
strings. You can leave Hydropolis any
old time, as the song insists, by taking
the next boat out. But those born and
raised there find it hard to fall asleep,
marooned on dry land, except in a
narrow bunk or hammock.

K

erdeuil
Kerdeuil is called a city by
courtesy. In medieval documents
drawn up in Latin, it was styled civitas, but even in the era of its greatest
prosperity, it was no larger than today,
a huddle of roofs easy to overlook. To
call it a town would imply a degree of
urban order, a landmark steeple visible from afar, a river to cross or some
political aspiration—a courthouse,

the seat of a district superintendent,
or at least a mayor’s office. Deprived
of a city wall and moat, without so
much as a palisade and ditch, it lies
wide open to the coastal landscape.
Nor does it sit on a hill of any kind, a
height that would lend defensive advantage, a view of an enemy horde
on the attack.
In size and population, Kerdeuil is a village, a remote one at that.
It lies at the western fringe of Europe
in the province of Brittany, on the
jagged spit of land called Finisterre,
which means “the end of the earth.”
The village is built of gray granite.
Solid two- and three-story houses, a
parish church with a memorial shrine
and walled gardens line the narrow
streets. In the center lies an irregular
expanse of granite pavement, round
cobblestones laid in a fan-like pattern, with a well head and a market
cross. Reddish moss and blue-green
lichen grow on the walls and steep
slate roofs.
Arrested in time, the ensemble dates from the Middle Ages. Substantial as stone, it looks as though it
materialized from a fog that rolled
in from the sea. Yet it lacks a castle,
a lord and knights, indispensable to
a fairy tale. What it has instead is a
founding saint, a hermit named Kerdou, or else Kardouin, or, in Latin
manuscripts, Sanctus Cardelnus.
Kerdou arrived in the era after the fall of the Roman Empire. He
may have sailed in a tiny boat from
Ireland or Wales. The western seas
were alive in those days with monks
in search of solitude: a barren island
lashed by waves, or a lonely rock on
which to perch. They were souls driven by holiness, an overwhelming need
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to pray.

Kerdou took up residence in
a cave near the coast, a windswept
place that offered a view of the gray
sea swell. He brought a barbed hook
and some seeds in his purse, or leather bag. He survived on fish he caught
with the hook and a plot of peas and
beans he planted, pulse for his bowl
of gruel. Alone, he was happy. Several
times a day, he offered thanks to God
for casting him away from mankind,
from gross temptations and pleasures
of the flesh.
After enduring the cave’s
dampness and smoke for a period of
penitence, Kerdou built a hut of driftwood and whalebone, thatched with
seaweed. He enlarged his garden.
He tamed a wild goose for the sake
of her eggs, which she laid every day
like a chicken. He coaxed a wild goat
that nibbled his garden to stay and
give him milk. He introduced the art
of making cheese, the famous chèvre
still made in Kerdeuil.
Before long, the hermit attracted attention. Savages haunted
the neighborhood, Celtic tribes who
had never succumbed to Roman domination. They stared in fascination as
he worked in his clearing, chanted
the canonical hours, and bowed to a
rough-hewn wooden cross. Some of
them settled around the hut. This, it
is said, was the origin of Kerdeuil.
Legends recount the hermit’s
life, his works of healing, his piety,
the good deeds he did, and the lessons he taught to his ignorant flock.
It was not all smooth sailing. A local
man attached himself as disciple to
the saint, and the man’s wife took offense. This termagant Rodet did her
best to vex and annoy Kerdou. She
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made his earthly existence a trial.
Reliefs carved on the church pulpit
show them in action. Yet whatever
miracle the saint performs, whatever
torture he undergoes, his face is a perfect mask of calm. Recumbent on his
medieval tomb—the body is uncorrupted inside—he looks like a young
bishop, with a crozier at his flank. He
also has his goose and goat, attendant
angels, and eyes wide open. Rodet, on
the other hand, her wimple in a snarl,
fusses and fumes in exasperation as
her plots are foiled.
Hemp grows wild in the plains
around Kerdeuil. From earliest times,
people harvested the hemp, stripped
fiber from the stalks and twisted the
fiber into rope. Visiting ships bought
the rope to use for rigging. In the
1500s, people took up weaving. They
experimented with woolens and linens, then specialized in coarse sheets
of canvas. Kerdeuil eventually furnished sails to the Royal Navy of
France and the Compagnie des Indes.
The reputation of these sails spread
to Spain and England. The export
trade brought wealth, which paid for
the granite houses, the parish church
and the shrine to Saint Kerdou. The
parish enclosure is a set piece of design, and the church is large, like a
cavern with stained glass windows.
By 1700, the weavers of Kerdeuil competed with factories elsewhere. By the middle of the century,
they faced grave hardship. In a paradox of preservation, while people
starved, neglect saved the city. Houses sturdy enough to resist storms from
the sea are vulnerable, however, to
the wind of fashion and swarms of
summer tourists.
Kerdeuil now wears an in-

visible shield of property laws, committees of architectural review and
designations of historic interest. A
protected place, it survives to enchant
a new generation that smiles at the
hermit who could not be left alone.

Some Stupid Bitch Killed Ana
Peaceful(OrFourUnbelievable
Conversations and a Murder)
An Erotic Comedy Inspired by the Life & Intentions of Valerie Solanas

Anton Bonnici
Conversation #1

WORKING OUT

Christine Lee Rich (CHRIS) – A young film actress on the cusp of her big break.
Ruby Papin (RUBY) – A personal trainer for film actors with a no bullshit attitude.
The Young Actress (CHRIS) and her Personal Trainer (RUBY) are at the gym.
Both are wearing tight gym wear. Both are sweaty. They have water bottles.
CHRISTINE is being given a massage by RUBY after an exhausting workout. The personal trainer is going through
CHRISTINE’s entire body muscle by muscle throughout the conversation. On occasion they get into positions which might
feel uncomfortable for the actress.
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS

You did well today. That was a great work out. You really pushed yourself.
I do feel I’m getting better at this.
You are. In a couple of sessions we’ll be able to add some more weights and you’ll start
looking like a pro.
I still think it’s ridiculous though. All this work to look amazing just to be dismembered
on screen.
They don’t like how you look now?
They said I need to look more athletic, especially since I’m going to be running naked.
That should be interesting. So what happens?
In the movie?
Yeah, in the scene, how will you die?
Oh Jesus it’s horrible, it’s so disgusting.
You get stabbed?
I wish I was getting stabbed! Drew Barrymore had it easy compared to this.
That scene was intense though, it’s a classic by now.
My death will never be a classic. It’s just gross. So I’m running naked in the woods, right?
And why are you running naked in the woods?
Because, listen to how original this is, I was skinny dipping in the lake and I just saw my
girlfriend… Yes, I’m a lesbian by the way, cos it’s apparently a new horror movie demographic: teenage emo lesbians love horror movies. Anyway, I just saw my girlfriend’s head
being ripped off by an invisible entity, so I get out of the lake and start running naked in
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RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS

RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS

RUBY
CHRIS
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the woods.
I don’t mind horror movies but I can already tell that I might not like this one. No of
fense.
None taken. I hate horror movies. I don’t think I’ll watch it once it’s out.
Then what, the “invisible entity” finds you?
So I’m running naked in the woods right, and suddenly I trip and feel myself being
dragged and lifted upside down. So there I am, lifted naked upside down and at first my
legs are held together but then they’re filming this creepy moment where I’m screaming
and struggling as my legs are being pulled apart slowly until I’m spread-eagled, naked,
upside down, in mid-air. Then blood starts squirting out of my pussy, tons of it, and I
have to howl and scream my face off they said, and then my legs are pulled further apart
and I start ripping down the middle until I’m split in half from my pussy down to my jaw,
with all my internal organs spilling and falling everywhere before I die.
Jesus fuck. I don’t think I’d ever agree to be in something like that, if I were an actress I
mean. We already have so many images of women being terrified, killed, tortured and
raped and dismembered, why create more?
Oh it’s actually a feminist piece, the creative team behind it are all women.
Seriously?
Yes, serious. Two young women wrote it and are directing it, and it’s being produced by
Ana Peaceful.
Ana Peaceful? The pornstar turned feminist activist, movie producer, studio hotshot Ana
Peaceful?
Yep. That’s the one. She’s quite cool actually. She’s very professional and makes sure
we’re all safe and getting well-paid and everything.
But you’re paying me, personally. The production is not paying for your fitness and
they’ve asked for it.
Yeah, I know, but I need to keep fit anyways, and I’m getting paid more than I usually
do.
More than the men?
That’s it, that’s the whole idea, there practically aren’t any men in the movie, except for
one young boy that needs to be sacrificed or something to defeat the invisible entity.
And that’s what makes it feminist?
When they pitched it to us they said that it was a piece of social commentary that aims to
expose the invisible violence of men against women. That’s why the monster is invisible
and you never know whether the victims are running away from it or actually running
towards it. So at the end the final girl has to stop moving, she stops running and realizes
that to destroy it she has to sacrifice her son, she’s a single mother by the way.
What, another demographic?
No, they just think that making the final girl a single mother will help the audience
identify with her as a strong character and make her final choice even more heartbreaking. Since there is a psychological, or psychic or whatever, link between her son and the
entity, she realizes that the only way to stop the violence is by killing her own son, so she
kills him before the entity moves to the city and decimates an entire civilization.
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RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY

So the violent spirit of manhood is defeated! Womanhood survives! Totally traumatized,
broken and alone to live a life with nothing but horrible memories and irrational fears.
That’s what my boyfriend said.
Fuck what he thinks. I’m just jerking you off. It’s a cool project and you’re getting paid.
That’s what counts. Everything is working out just fine for you. You have nothing to be
worried about.
Yes! These are good times! This movie will hopefully give me some visibility and if I look
good enough whilst running naked I might get picked up for an action movie next. Those
make the real money.
Oh girl, you have to work your ass off for an action movie. I’ve seen big stars, and I mean
huge Hollywood stars, cry their fuckin heart out in the changing rooms because the training was killing them. What you’re doing here is nothing compared to what you’ll have to.

CHRISTINE’s mobile phone starts ringing.
CHRIS
RUBY

Sorry, I’ve got to take this.
Sure, go ahead.

RUBY stops massaging her.
CHRISTINE on the phoneCHRIS

Yes, that’s me. Yes. What? For real? How? WHAT?! What do you mean you’re pulling
the plug, we’ve started shooting! I’ve been working on this for eight weeks who’s going to
pay me? You can’t just, no, no, you can’t just, look, look, I’m sorry about what happened
but what about my fucking

Whoever was on the phone has hung up and CHRISTINE is screaming at the phone.
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS

FUCKIN COCKSUCKER PIECE OF SHIT! OH SHIT! OH FUCK! OH MY
FUCKIN GOD!
What happened?
The movie. Oh my god the movie.
What about the movie?
It’s been cancelled. They shut us down. It’s over.
Why?
Some stupid bitch killed Ana Peaceful.
Killed Ana Peaceful?
This crazy bitch just went into Ana’s office, took out a gun, and shot her.
So they cancelled the movie?
This movie is Ana’s project, her production. She was the only reason the studio was
putting money into it and now that she’s dead that’s it, they’ve pulled the plug. Nobody is
getting a cent and we’ve got their apologies and condolences. I’m fucked.
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CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY

RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY

What are you going to do?
I told you. I’m fucked.
I mean about my bill.
Your bill?
Yes. How are you going to pay me? I’m not part of the movie remember. I’m your
problem. I cost a hundred an hour and we’ve been working out for the past four weeks,
so that‘s quite a bill honey.
Don’t do this to me right now. Please, just don’t.
No, no, you’re not playing that card with me. I know how this shit goes down. If I don’t
do this right now you’ll fucking disappear and I’ll get fucked with you and your crap
horror movie. I’m sorry your hotshot producer lady got killed but I see no reason why I
shouldn’t get paid. So can you please take a minute to explain how, exactly, you intend

CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY

CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
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to pay me?
I need to call my boyfriend.
Fuck what he thinks. You need to figure this shit out.
You are right. We’ve only been going out for a couple of weeks. He is only dating me cos
I’m an actress in the movie. He’s going to think I’m a loser. He’s going to leave me.
I said fuck what he thinks. Unless he’s paying the bill.
He’s a sound man on the set, so, I guess, he’s out of a job too.
Fuck what he thinks even more then.
I need to pay the rent, utilities, insurance, I just bought a new phone, oh god, I just
bought a new phone, I’ll have to give back my new phone. Will they take it back, you
think they’ll take it back and reimburse me the money?
They won’t take it back. And anyway, that’s still not enough to cover my bill.
I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t want to go back to waiting fuckin tables. What would
you do?
I’ve been there before. I did what I had to do.
What? Did what? What can I do?
If you need a lot of cash and you need it fast there’s only one thing a girl can do short of
robbing banks, which is harder now than it was in the fuckin fifties.
What the fuck does that mean?!
Jesus-fuckin-millennials. Ok, look here. I’m telling you this only cos you seem like you
can keep a secret. But this is what I did when I desperately needed money. You take a bus,
go to another town, a couple of towns out, somewhere you have no friends and definitely
no family. You put a ton of makeup on so you’re unrecognizable, you pimp yourself up
all slutty and hot, put a couple of photos online and start making some good money on
your fucking back.
What do you mean on your back?
On your back. Literally.
No way! You mean become a prostitute?
You don’t have to be so un-dignifying about it. It’s companionship, a companionship
service, you’re not going to do it for your entire life but a good weekend of getting fucked
for cash might sort you out for a month or two if you do it in the right place and for the
right price.
I can’t believe I’m hearing this. This is insane.
And being spread eagled naked and ripped apart upside down in the middle of the woods
isn’t?
That’s a movie. You’re suggesting I get spread-eagled naked and actually fucked upside
down by some fucking creep in some one-star hotel room. For real. Jesus Christ.
Ok, ok, forget I said any of this. Just let me know how you’re going to pay me.
Yes, yes, I get it, I do, but this is just happening right now, I don’t know what to do…
Damn… It would have been so much easier if you were a guy, know what I mean?
You mean if I were a guy you’d behave differently?
Oh you know, you don’t always have to pay men in money when shit like this happens,
I shouldn’t be really worried about the rent I guess, cos he’s a guy and I’ve noticed the
way he looks at me.
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RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS

So misses-Hollywood-actress is too uptight to make some cash polishing knobs next door
but has no problem paying the rent with pussy. You’ve got integrity alright.
That’s different.
How? Explain, please, exactly, how’s that different?
There’s no cash involved. It’s the cash that makes it dirty. No cash, no crime. You’re not
dirty.
What if he wants to cum on your face? Are you still clean then?
He wouldn’t…

“You mean if I were
a guy you’d behave
differently?”

CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS

You don’t think I’m attractive enough?
I don’t think you’re crazy enough.
I can be crazy. I can, I truly can.
My kind of crazy?
I don’t know what to say anymore. Anything, I will do anything. Fuck me, sit on my face,
pee on me, shit on me, tie me into a fuckin knot and fist me for a week, I just want to pay
you, I really do, I want to be able to settle the bill and get the fuck out of here and disappear completely from the face of this fuckin planet. Why did that stupid bitch have to
fuckin kill her?? Why??

CHRISTINE breaks down crying.
RUBY

CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY

Ok, ok, shush. Calm down. I can help you. I can give you some time. Let’s just calm
down ok? You need to take a break. I’m sorry I was being all cunty about the money, it’s
just that I’ve been screwed over before and I’ve had to do shit I don’t like doing. Let’s take
a shower, a hot shower will do you good. I’m sorry this is happening to you.
I think a shower would be nice.
Of course it’s nice. Let’s have a steaming hot shower and then it’s your turn to give me a
nice massage.
But I’ve never…
Oh don’t worry. There’s a first time for everything, I’m sure you’ll do fine.

Ruby takes Christine by the hand and leads her out, Christine follows and winks at the audience right before she exits.
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
CHRIS
RUBY
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How much is that rent again?
Look it’s none of your business how I’m paying my rent. Right now I want to figure out
how I’m paying you; point is if you were a man it would have been easier but I’m not
that fuckin lucky.
Why aren’t you lucky?
Because, I’ve never been good with women and I don’t think you’d fall for that anyway.
Aha, so you think there’s nothing I could have out of you except for money?
Well, since you’ve been making so much fuss about the cash I assumed that’s all you’re
into. Is there anything else that might interest you?
Maybe. I do have hobbies you know.
What kind of hobbies?
That’s for you to find out. I do enjoy touching you already.
You do?
You think I massage everybody like that after every workout?
You don’t? … Oh my, how could I not…
(laughing) Don’t beat yourself up too much about it, you’re young, and you’re totally
obsessed with yourself and your career and the movies; you’re bound to miss out on
something sometimes. Anyways, now that I’ve heard some of your opinions I don’t think
I’m interested anymore.

Photo by Emily Moya (emilymoya.co.uk) from live reading
of second conversation, “Herodia’s Beef ”
Of Potters’ Demons Production Lab: ofpottersdemons.com
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reddie was at the wheel of Mama’s Ford
Country Squire, whooshing into the canopy of night
in double violation of his learner’s permit: no night
driving, and no driving without another licensed
driver. Arne Peterson, who rode shotgun, bogarting
their joint, could have fit that bill had he not been too
damn lazy to ever apply for his permit. And Rolly, just
along for the ride, to get him out of Mama’s hair, to
give Dad a moment’s peace, was three years short of
eligibility for that privilege. He lay in the backseat,
absently picking at a rip in the vinyl, subjected to
McCartney’s “Live and Let Die”—which he hated—
blasting out of the dashboard 8-track, coughing at
the older boys’ skunky smoke, but otherwise silent,
uncomplaining.
Freddie rolled the station wagon’s automatic
windows down. Crisp early June air washed over them,
in theory minimizing the reek on their clothes. From
the pastures, the smell of wet compost assailed them.
Rolly zipped his windbreaker up to his chin, pulled up
its hood and drew its strings until it covered his nostrils
and his face was scrunched into a tight circle. Freddie
whopped Arne on the back of his head.
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“Dammit, Arne, pass that fucker already,
would ya?”
“Be cool, Fortin. It’s not hitting, man. Seeds
blocking it up.”
“Bullshit.”
“Look, swear to God. You gotta clean your
weed better, man.”
“Don’t like my roll-job then don’t fucking
smoke it. Roll your own damn joint.” “You know I
can’t.”
“That why you’re a dropout?”
“Fuck you, Fortin. Listen up, here we go.”
Wings’ instrumental. Freddie cranked it
and he and Arne relentlessly banged the dash with
their fists. Arne went off-rhythm after the third beat.
Typical.
“I’m gonna be late,” Rolly yelled into the din.
“I’ve still got homework.” The stoned didn’t give a
shit.
“Come on, Freddie! I’ve got Latin due!”
Arne yelled back: “Semper ubi sub ubi, little
man.”
“What the fuck’s that supposed to mean,

Arne?”

“‘Always wear underwear,’”
Rolly answered. “Except it doesn’t.”
Arne maxxed out the volume.
“Oh, for Christ’s sake.” Rolly
climbed into the backmost, rearfacing seat, slumped down, tried to
concentrate on the retreating sky.
They drove east. Behind them, scraps
of sunset streaked molten across
the horizon, burning through a line
of cedars edging a field. No cars in
front of them, no cars following. Like
they were racing across the surface of
a small planet, all their own, yellow

pickup’s taillights disappeared in front
of them, just past a house where an
orange glow flickered. They were on
the outskirts of Boon Glen—a cluster
of bungalows and trailer houses set
back from the pike. Black-owned.
Dad called it Coon Glen. Just one of
his dadisms.
Freddie braked to a slow
cruise, killed the tunes. “Shit, man.”
“Fortin, what the hell...?”
The fire looked contained
there on the sandy front yard of a
bungalow. But when their car came
parallel to it, Rolly could see that

the firelight, a weirdly beautiful ghost
town.
“Where is everybody?” Rolly
asked.
Arne laughed his idiot laugh.
“...Freddie?” Rolly’s voice was
soaked in fraternal appeal. Freddie
glanced at him in the rearview. Rolly
felt somewhat reassured meeting his
eyes, even though Freddie looked
pissed off. A Pontiac pulled up behind
them honking, its occupants, two old
white women, probably fresh from
church Bingo. Freddie released the
brake, let Mama’s station wagon roll

“...you never knew when
a knife would spring up in
place of a penis.”
lines spewing out from under their
spacecraft in steady measure, like
contrails.
“Fortin, man, you smell
that?” Arne sniffed. “Forest fire.”
“Nah,” Freddie said, likewise
sniffing. “Gas fire. Smell the fumes?”
Rolly faced front and
peered out the windshield. Their
car headed along a strip of highway
somewhere between Salem and
Bridgeton, Freddie probably taking
the backroads to appease Arne while
trying to get Rolly home before his
curfew.
They crested a rise and a

the flames burned in the shape of
a cross. He realized, too, that if the
rain hadn’t poured buckets earlier
that day, the flames might have easily
jumped to the porch and spread from
there, racing through the weeds to
infect every other house that side of
the road.
Rolly looked around for signs
of life. There weren’t any. All the
windows were dark, curtains drawn,
porch lights off. Just like every other
house in sight. Yet there was no lack
of vehicles. Cars were parked in
gravel driveways. Trucks pulled up on
grassless lawns. Boon Glen loomed in

onto the shoulder, all their heads
swiveling to get in their gawks.
“Where’re all the fire trucks?”
Rolly asked as the Pontiac whizzed
by.
Arne flat-out guffawed.
“Fire trucks won’t come
for this one, kiddo,” Freddie said,
something sad or solemn in his tone.
“Looks like the good ole
boys have been out tonight,” Arne
said, smirking, refiring the joint and
getting ash everywhere. Freddie hit
the gas, peeling out.
******
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Clouds and drizzle had set in
by the time Roland hit the pier. He
parked himself and his bags on a dry
bench under the eaves of a closed
concession stand and watched the
gray world spin until dark. Always
a few reliable stragglers to keep him
company in weather like this. Dogwalkers, bikers and joggers, and
young street trash from Jersey or the
outer boroughs—black, Hispanic,
white, with their trannies or their
assorted hags-to-be, all jonesing for
Manhattan dick, all condom-ready,
in a social exchange where crotchgrabbing was the equivalent of a
handshake and cocksucking was the
preferred currency of transaction.
All of them knew a place. A
“friend’s” car, an alley out of range
of security cameras, a space between
two dumpsters at a demolition
site, an easy-entry construction site
abandoned by the worker-bees, or
a hollow in some bushes that the
Parks Department had overlooked
trimming. Used condoms and their
wrappers the only artifacts surviving
the shadows.
Back in the day, the West Side
Highway was one big “place” with
several smaller rendezvous crannies
to choose from. Well before today’s
landscaped waterfront green space,
it was defunct river warehouses and
sanitation facilities, abandoned cars
and delivery trucks in neat rows on
endlessly asphalt lots, long rickety
piers—all crawling with stern, silent
men. Some in full leather. Some guys
cruising in pairs or in small groups
of their buddies, because you never
knew when a knife would spring up
in place of a penis. You took your
life into your hands, tricking in those
West Side parking lots. Rolly had
been mugged, blade to throat, four
times with his pants around his ankles.
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The cops even caught one perp with
Rolly’s wallet on him, but told Rolly
not to press charges because the perp
said Rolly had asked him for head,
and who would a jury believe? Those
trannies in the late 70s and early 80s,
though—they were the true brave
ones, back when there was no such
thing as passing. You could tell just
by looking that each of them knew
the whole series of parking lots and
everyone lurking there. They had to.
Not like trans spokespersons today—
pop athletes and movie stars, for
god’s sake.
Today’s teens and young
men really hadn’t changed so much.
Some in business drag, some in
leather jackets, most in jeans and
T-shirts or sweatshirts. Sure, the styles
had changed and they were either
more brazen or more reckless—six
for one, half a dozen for the other—
but not much else. At sixteen, Rolly
had raw-fucked a middle-aged man
in full business attire during one gray,
desolate autumn afternoon; the man
simply lifted his Burberry raincoat in
the rear and Rolly slipped it in as the
man leaned over the rail, smoking
a Camel, watching the tugboats in
the drizzle. No talking required.
The whoriest of whores. Today,
all these years later, the guys were
just as willing, but wet. Hell, since
when was weather ever a deterrent?
Loudly playing music under cheap
umbrellas, smoking cherry-flavored
e-cigarettes, teasing each other about
rumored STD statuses.
Whan that Aprille with his
shoures soote
Bringeth Maytide mildew to the
roote.
Roland himself smoked to
pass the time. He’d not smoked since
his graduate research days in Paris,
back in the 80s, but he’d just bought

a pack of Marlboros from a bodega
on Christopher and was already
halfway through it by late afternoon.
His phone was off. He watched the
faces, looking for familiar tricks from
the past. The pasts, in the plural,
really. Back when he was a neophyte
cocksucker and cocksuckee, and then
the more recent past. His observerparticipant past.
He’d see them sometimes.
Old tricks from the 70s and early 80s.
Those old men whose young faces
he’d fucked, now jowly and pale
with coarse silver whiskers sticking
out of their once-smooth necks like
needles, various states of baldness or
dye-jobs, squinting and lost, though
they were fewer and further between
with the passage of time. Most often,
he filtered whole a sea of strangers
to find those old, familiar faces.
Sometimes he’d see their ghosts in
the faces of the young, shadows that
vanished when their hapless smiles
met his stoic scowl.
But every once in a while—
like now—a beautiful black buck
with willing lips would focus his smile
on Roland like a beam, and Roland
would begin, ask a leading question,
pull out the old song and dance, flash
that old crooked smirk that brought
men and boys to their knees.
******
Saturday,
just
about
sunset. Birds on the wing, home
to roost. Mosquitos swarming in
the dissipating mercurial heat. But
something in the lake’s summer
countenance was begging him to
linger. He’d spent most of his summer
there on the lakeshore, all on his own.
Hiking around, trying to sneak up on
uber-wary blue herons, catching frogs
and tadpoles barehanded, sometimes

going for a dip in those places
where he knew there were the least
submerged logs to catch his bare
feet on and, most importantly, the
fewest leeches. He carried a tiny old
salt shaker in his shorts pocket ever
since he got home once and found a
two-inch leech curled up and nursing
under his testicles. Dad poured the
Morton’s on it ’til it shriveled and
fell off, writhing in a drop of blood.
Freddie howled with laughter. Rolly
didn’t cry, though. Hard to cry when
you’re unconscious.
It was Freddie who’d shown
him the little sandy lake beach
one day late last spring, when he’d
allowed Rolly to tag along with him
so he could smoke some butts he’d
swiped from Dad’s truck’s ashtray,
before he smoked openly in front of
their folks. Every clear day after that,
from May to October when Freddie
finally got his driver’s license, the
boys dragged their Dad’s old canoe
down to the lake whenever they
could. Paddled it around the wooded
shores, gathered duck and goose eggs
in the spring, fished for pike in the
summer, chowed down on Mama’s
pepparkakor whenever the cookie jar
was full enough for her not to notice
their post-breakfast sneaking. That
whole, long summer of ’72—Rolly’s
fourteenth—was theirs and theirs
alone. The Fortin brothers’. His and
Freddie’s.
But, oh, what change a year
could bring.
Rolly couldn’t drag the old
canoe by himself. Wouldn’t look
for eggs after an angry gander bit
the back of his calf. Couldn’t fish
because he hated baiting the hook
with worms. Couldn’t have any
lakeside adventures on his own.
Losing Freddie was like losing his
arms.

These days, Freddie was
hanging out full-time with Arne
Peterson, who Rolly had decided
was an asshole since the night they’d
seen the burning cross. A first class
asshole, complete with piles and
last week’s dingle berries. Even that
was too mild a description for Arne
Peterson. That no-count scumbucket had permanently usurped
Rolly’s shotgun seat in Freddie’s
hand-me-down ’69 T-bird, which
Dad bought cheap from his shop
when the original owner didn’t want
to fork over a good chunk of change
for new parts and repairs. Freddie
had totally refitted the used bird from
salvaged parts, virtually cost-free,
and, voilà! Big brother became his
own, free man.
Freddie took care of that
T-bird like it was his firstborn,
which, in many ways, it was. He
washed it every weekend, tuned the
engine every month, checked the tire
pressure every two weeks. He could
cuss a sailor red-faced if Rolly tossed
a crumpled McDonald’s burger
wrapper on the floor mat. Once, he
flat-out walloped Rolly’s shoulder
when he spilled the ice from his
Coke, trying to dislodge it from the
cup bottom and tip it into his mouth.
Walloped him so hard he’d had a
bruise for a week.
While Arne, in his viceroy
position, had been granted carteblanche. Clearly because he brought
Freddie various forms of tribute.
Playboy, with its airbrushed pubes.
Penthouse, which showed full-frontal
and, thanks to Arne or whoever he
stole it form, full of stuck-together
pages. Whole packs of Pall Malls—
Freddie and Dad’s brand—stolen
from the gas station’s outdoor
vending machine with a swift kick
from Arne’s punting leg timed

against a sharp snap of the dispenser
lever, thank you very much. Yes, in
Freddie’s T-bird, Arne was allowed
to do and say anything. Slurp from
beer cans, ash his nasty-ass menthol
cigarettes willy-nilly, smoke more
and more of the skunk he grew in
the woods. Yak nonstop about girls
in their class, ragging on the whorish
ones, speculating what the stuck-up
ones’ pussies smelled like and what
he’d do with them, given the chance.
Rumor
had
it
he’d
purposefully gotten left back his
junior year, ’cause he was afraid of
the draft, of serving in Vietnam.
Rolly knew for a fact he’d already
been arrested twice. As if Arne and
his dad were competing over real
estate in the local daily’s police report
column. His first time last year, for
egging a deputy’s cruiser on Mischief
Night. Then three weeks later, for
whipping out his dick in front of the
cheerleading squad and pissing on
their homecoming bonfire. How he’d
ever landed prissy Penelope Winston
was anyone’s guess, especially since
Freddie, who had his own wheels
thanks to his part time job at Dad’s
shop, had been asking her out for
three months solid.
But none of that mattered in
Rolly’s insular world, so he stopped
caring. The embryonic adult in him
sensed that his brother and Arne
had joined a fraternity he’d never be
part of, like the men lurking around
Dad’s shop, and, not understanding
it, Rolly let it go. He’d found instead
his own world in Tolkien’s, studying
The Lord of the Rings’ texts and
appendices to type out a basic Elvish
grammar, admittedly with many
gaps. He studied his French and
Latin diligently, and got Mormor
Johansson to start teaching him
Swedish, which Mama refused to
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do. He found solace behind walls
and walls of words and languages,
delighted in his solitudes, even while
mourning Freddie’s defection, there
by the dark waters of their cedar
lake, a mile and a half into the woods
across the pike from their folk’s place.
Once, to test the limits
of his solitude there, he stole one
of Mormor’s dowdy old Swedish
housedresses from storage in his
parents’ attic, then roamed around
the top of a hillock wearing it,
singing “The Sound of Music” with
all the lung power he could summon.
He twirled there, looking eastward
through the haze toward Ellenville
Township center’s three steeples.
But, contrary to the lyric, the grace
of the birds and trees and lake felt
inaccessible to him. And though he
stopped singing before the melody
resolved, he actually found himself
content to be surrounded by the
natural beauty, to submit himself to
a grace he was somehow separate
from. So, like the proverbial falling
tree, his song had gone unheard, its
lyrics’ plea—something he was totally
unconscious of, anyway—unheeded.
Before too long, he thought himself
clownish. He buried the dress under
the leaf litter, too afraid to try to sneak
it back into the house. I’ll never sing
here again, he thought with a shrug.
But it didn’t stop him from
returning. One of Dad’s favorite TV
detectives, Columbo or Mannix—
Rolly wasn’t sure which—often said
something about criminals always
returning to the scene of their crime.
So he avoided the hillock and its
steeple views, sticking to the low
paths instead.
He was walking a trail there
now, along the lakeshore. Drifting
in and out of long shadows in total
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Smoke and Shadows - Harry McEwan

silence. The lush oaks on the far side
went gold in the westering sun. The
gloaming stretched ever higher above
them in the eastern sky. Over and
over, he had made up his mind not to
return there, but every few days the
place would lure him back, and he’d
sit on the little beach until well after
dark, when the mosquitos would
really start biting. Sit there and count
Freddie’s cigarette butts sticking out
of the sand, trying to conjure up last
summer’s ghosts. Hear their laughter
and catcalls echoing in the pines and
across the lake again.
But there was someone else
there today. Someone who’d probably
taken the trail from the town side of
the lake. A teenage boy. Naked. Buck
naked. Well, his bathing trunks were
down around his ankles, anyway.
One hand was very busy, but he
didn’t stop when he saw Rolly emerge
from the shadows at the edge of the
beach. In fact, he sped up. There was
something daring and desperate in
his eyes. Animal determination.
Looked like Jimmy Falzone,
or Falcone, Roland couldn’t
remember which. Jimmy was a Fresh
Air Fund kid down from South Philly,
staying for the month of July ’73
with an Italian American family on
the far side of Ellenville Township.
Everybody knew who Jimmy F. was,
but only from Sunday Mass, which
was the only place anyone ever saw
him. Just poor ghetto filth from the
big city, that was the consensus. A
kid who’d never seen a cornfield or
a tomato patch or more than a slice
of sky. Yes, Jimmy Falzone, with a Z.
That was his name. ’Cause all the
high school kids called him Jimmy
Calzone.
Dusk deepened to gray.
Rolly and Jimmy held each other’s

gaze a moment, and some of the
animal in Jimmy leapt right into
Rolly. Rolly felt drawn, drawn to the
circus of Jimmy’s exposed body, of
his olive-skinned easy tan, his upper
lip tinted by stubble, his fleshy lower
lip tamped down by overbite, his
shaggy hair shaking counterpoint
to his arm’s motion. There was
a palpable connection between
them, an electric current, and Rolly
followed it forward, guided by a force
in his spine he’d never experienced.
“What are you looking at?”
Jimmy said, glancing quickly down to
Rolly’s crotch then back up to fix his
eyes again.
Rolly said nothing, but next
he knew he was right next to Jimmy
F. His hand on his own crotch, feeling
the urgency of his arousal through
his denim.
“Kiss it,” Jimmy ordered. He
swiveled his hips, pushed down on his
hard-on, letting it flop up and down
The lapping lakeshore, the
mosquito buzz, the nesting ditties
of jays and catbirds warped into
a vacuum. Rolly bent down, his
face closing in on Jimmy’s cock,
held in place with a thumb, now
still in anticipation. It had a faint,
alluring smell of piss. He looked up,
unsure whether he was waiting for
permission or a punch in the jaw.
“Kiss it, man,” Jimmy said
again. Then when Rolly wouldn’t
budge, Jimmy dropped to his own
knees and loosed Rolly’s cock from
his fly, holding him captive by the
hem of his denims. “Chicken,” he
said, before taking Rolly into his
mouth in one gulp, pulling back off
slowly, wetly, lingering at the penile
head with a sudden burst of suction
then all the way off.
His teeth gleamed in the

scant light between a thick-lipped
smirk. Rolly reeled forward, trying
to shove it back in Jimmy’s mouth
again, to relive that glorious surge of
blood and mounting semen he’d just
felt. But Jimmy stood up, took a step
back. “Now you.”
Without a word further,
Rolly fell to his knees. How easily his
mouth opened. How naturally. From
there, the two boys started doing
things to each other there on the
little open beach—things Rolly had
only ever heard-tell of girls doing to
boys. School bus whisperings. Soon
enough, Rolly hung his own cut
offs on a pine branch. Jimmy’s shirt
was hanging nearby on some poison
sumac bushes.
They came in unison and in
silence, dappling the sand with heavy
drops of semen. Jism, as it was called
on the school bus. Or jit. Once, when
Freddie’d walked in on Rolly right
after he’d jerked off, he’d called it
duck butter.
That night, though, it went
unnamed. Right afterwards, against
a dark so piney viscous had it not
been for the ambient lights from
town refracting off the lake surface
Rolly would have barely discerned
the other boy from the trees around
him, Rolly said, “You’re Jimmy.
Jimmy Falzone, right? I’ve seen you
in church with your host family, the
whatchamacallits. The Delarosas.”
Jimmy lit a cig and pulled on his
bathing trunks, staring at Rolly with
closed lips as he reached for his shirt.
“Ew, Jimmy, I wouldn’t put that back
on. Sumac’s the worst. Wait, you are
Jimmy Falzone, aren’t you?”
“You talk too much. You’re
worse than a girl.”
The guy gave Rolly a curt
farewell nod then was off, rolling

his shirt down over his head. Maybe
Rolly should’ve explained what sumac
was, but words doubly deserted him
in face of that accusation and this
new doubt: what if it wasn’t Jimmy
Falzone? Rolly had only ever seen
him in his Sunday suit, really. What
if this guy was one of Freddie’s
classmates? He looked old enough,
with his shaved crop of dark stubble
filling out his jaw line. Who was that
guy he just shared his body with?
And with that looming
doubt, their camaraderie ended
almost as tacitly as it had begun. In
anonymity, or one of its many forms.
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Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel

Chapter 2: Doom

Doom wears a black hood

Two black beings emerged from the thicketry. They wore raggedy black ski

And has ugly teeth

masks made of some kind of pimply acrylic. They wore black pants. Black

And a pig nose.

shirts. Greasy coats. And they wriggled out of the thicketry like amphibians.

Alex, 5th grade student

Like tongues wearing cheap socks.

Oregon

38.

39.

Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel

The Opiate, Spring Vol. 9

One of them had a large rifle of mass destruction. And the other one had a knife in a leather

All I could do was stare at that sheath that was bouncing against that amphibian’s

sheath. It dangled from its pelvis like a fang. The sheath was the color of butterscotch. The leather

thigh.

was ornately tooled. The knife glinted and hissed.
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Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel

All I could do was stare at that tiny black hole at the tip of that rifle. It was Death. Boom.

All I could do was stare at that tiny black hole at the tip of that rifle. And yet. Suddenly a

Right there. Boom. I aged twenty years. Forty years. A hundred years. In that moment.

robust flare of optimism sparked into my brain. For a second. It was like sipping from a

The fright of that moment seared me. Zapped me. For forever.

crystal goblet while dining on a trash heap. Like Tinkerbell at Bergen-Belsen.

Think Hiroshima. Nagasaki. Pompeii. Everything shiny was sucked out of me. Instantly.
The assumption of living, for instance, was now an obsolete sensation. I was now instantly a
member of a new horrible club. The Those Who Are Probably Going to Die in a Horrible
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Way or At Least Think They Are Going to Die in a Horrible Way Club.
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Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel

Maybe they were just passing through. I actually thought this. For a second. Maybe they were just going swimming. Or hunting. Maybe they wanted to hang out

Maybe they’ll think I’m Mexican like everyone else does. I thought. Maybe they’ll think

and talk about our respective cultures. Maybe they won’t take out generations of

I’m Mexican and they won’t spear me, rip me, boil me, broil me, gobble me down like a

rage against American imperialism on me and my dorm mates. Tonight. Bru-

goddamned pot of greasy gringo stew.

tally. On my first vacation without my parents. Here. Now. Please. God! Please.
Please.
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Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel

The amphibians kept grabbing and giggling in Spanish. Four black eyes and nostrils stared out from the ugly mask holes. And then quick flashes of lip through
the ratty mouth holes. Pink as membrane.
The air was bloated with Peril, Confusion, Shock, Stun, Denial. Buckets of
adrenaline. All members of the Adrenaline family. But Fright, baby. Fright was
on the goddamned throne. And Fright was an ugly sonofabitch. Mohawk.
Swastika tattoos on his forehead. Gigantic septum rings. Big white belly.
And so LOUD. I kept hearing sounds that sounded like mort. I kept hearing mort.
We were dead. We were so dead.
Then they started pointing with intention at our soft spots. And in those moments, Fright branded me with a full-body, full-system tattoo. It was exactly like
radiation.
I looked up and down the beach. I was searching for heroes and saviors. There
was nobody. Nothing. Not a pimple. Not a blip. Only sand. Thick shrubbery.
The ocean. We had nothing. We were defenseless. Completely.
And the silence was so urgent. Starving. Even the fish were gasping and whispering loudly to each other. About our doom.
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What do you want? I kept asking them. They never answered. Just take what you

Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel

You want the van? I said. Take it. Take the van. Jill. Give them the keys.

want. I was begging. Here’s my purse. It’s yours. Take it. Take it all. There’s $34 in there.
Take it. It’s yours. Don’t hurt us. Please leave us alone.

No way. Jill said. Waving her arms absurdly as if warming up for the Series.

Here’s my wallet. Daniel said. Take it. Here. Take my money. His voice was shaking.

Give them the damn keys. Don’t be stupid. I couldn’t belive Jill. She was choosing now to be

The scrotumheads kept mumbling in Spanish. They kept walking around the

insolent. One of the few times in her life. Now?

van. They kept giggling low in their throats. They kept walking around us. They
kept looking at us. They kept pointing. And mumbling. They kept pointing at

But. With one quick swipe. The one with the sheath snatched those keys from Jill’s

our heads and our bellies. With those weapons. I kept hearing the sound mort.

hand. It looked at the other one. They both laughed.

I was waiting to die. I was trying not to die. My brain was thinking as hard as
it could. It was trying to come up with a strategy. We needed a strategy. I was

Gears shifted.

thinking so hard. There was refuse oozing out of my ears.
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Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel

They rifle-butted us into the back of the van like livestock. And we acted like
livestock, bumping and mooing. They tied our hands behind our backs and
blindfolded us with rags they kept pulling out of their pockets. They shoved us
in the backseat so our shoulders touched so hard, they hurt. I could feel a hand
slide over my nipples. It smelled like garlic. My legs started shaking. First it was a
regular trembling. As if I were cold. But the trembling intensified. My legs were
slapping together. Thigh to thigh. Making loud clapping noises. As if a happy
audience. I had no control over my legs. And I always tried to control them, for
fear of their taking over the world. Also, I was farting. Little whiffy ones. Constant little whiffy ones.
Sorry. I kept mumbling.
It’s okay. Jill kept saying. It’s okay.
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Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel

My body was absolutely skewered by Fright. Head to toe. Inimitable. Ulitmate.

I kept thinking about my piano. A blond wood console. I’d played Beethoven’s

Fright. It was kind of like electroshock therapy. I was practically convulsing.

“Fur Elise” perhaps a thousand times on that piano. And every time I got a

Physically. My mind, on the other hand, was whip-tight.

dollar from my father.
Libby. Get my pants. He’d roar at my mother. As if she were the batgirl and he and
I were the ones in the game.
I kept thinking, I’m never going to have a boyfriend now. Not a real one. I was going to
die on that beach, ripe, gored. Splattered. Then. My jaw, poor thing, took the
punch. The brunt. For the body. Became the receptacle for the tangible fear.
The martyr. My jaw girded so tightly, it stuck. It’s still stuck. It still hurts.
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Lesser of
Phillipe Vicente

POETRY

The pace of the woman snores
but the gown electrifies,
flashes across the aisle of the church
the organ music has just swept from hour
and activity under her shaking legs,
shocks and snaps and forebodes
the flight from the island,
the shivering of glamour,
or the wiry dim of a syllable
dangling from its summit.
It isn’t flight though.
It’s exile, a boat tossed over
and over without tipping, against land,
though the wind that set its course
watches nearby amid the bubbles.
It’s no complicated lie
wrapped in the whites of deceit,
or walking the precarious trail of virgins,
or rehearsing the sickening vows of freedom,
but the lie confessed by fear at the honeymoon
when the honeymoon becomes livid,
when the promised and the discovered
pull each other’s hair,
and not simply implode inside the woman
chewing on the bone of flight,
floating by sex, abandoning the boat
by accepting the illicit science
of some fixed cruelty,
and finds herself,
whether motherhood chases her or not,
by ordering her body to follow
the soft opening of her thighs,
the music of dollar claps,
the arrogant tranquility of hormonal politics.
Stop, and the honeymoon stops,
and the lie returns to where the woman came from
because the girl was just too ensconced
with the romance of it,
the rock of the boat.
She was getting married
so she could have a boyfriend,
you could tell by the roar of the kiss
that shook every flower and heart.
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Jaguar in the Cotton Field
Christine Stoddard
One month after my mother’s mother was raped with a knife,
she crawled into the coffin that was her kitchen,
drenched herself in kerosene,
and lit her flesh on fire.
Like the man in the park where the saguaros grow,
the flames made my grandmother pray for death,
but death was the jaguar in the cotton field
that fate forbade her from catching.
Fate eventually exercised mercy
when she died in the hospital one week later,
with the spotted pelt in her hands at last.
Though I never knew her, I visit her grave every Sunday
to pay homage to a woman’s pain,
to the ever-shrinking smallness she felt in the world,
to the smallness I myself know.
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Closed For Renovation
Donna Dallas
I try to pull the boy out from inside you
wedged up deep in your gut
squeezed under muscle
He peers out as
I twist and yank at
bits and pieces
of hair and some bone
attempt to whittle and mend
put him back together correctly
and place him gently in the cavity that held
your heart
such a mishap
what beset you that is so deep
we cannot
reach it
There is no recipe for the peace
that you long to wrap you
in a warm breeze heating the tips
of your eyelashes
You ooze out small weaknesses now
regrets seep through in the smoke
I try to grasp and
pull them into my chest
so your desires soak into me
then I can understand
and build a big cradle to rock you in
to cup the child
that was smothered
replaced with flecks of madness
we can’t keep you any longer
you are slipping
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Elijah McCoy in Edinburgh
circa 1859
Laura Bernstein
There’s something bruised about this city
on hills. Auld Reeky they name it
for the peat and coal stink, the chimney soot
trapped against steep and pitch. Palling the faces
of every wall. Making me squint
on the dullest days.
I come from flat. An empty glove draped
across the page, Detroit dreaming sky-high
but still a stubby place atop the eternal salt beds.
Lake flat. Scab flat.
Here the buildings cling like spent breath
to any dip or rise. Old Town tenements pressing willy-nilly,
tight in their corners, lurching in a low wind.
They grow without love in the castle’s shadow—
gray slab cresting dead volcano. From where I stand
so many stone houses unbuckled in winter, at early dusk.
I am the constricted pupil in Scotland’s pale eye,
a drop of lampblack on snow.
*
Two decades past, a pack of boys younger than me
dug seventeen miniature coffins
from the gorse thickets and dirty mist climbing Arthur’s Seat.
A sensation it caused, seventeen ancient mysteries
each fitting a man’s palm.
Seventeen dolls, their whittled white faces,
black painted boots all
tugged unblinking into sunlight. Who carved them, why?
How easy to feel alone in this hilly place
forever chewing on death.
I wouldn’t like to be so forgotten.

*
Amid the shove of Royal Mile I glimpse a brown face. Brown eyes
averted. Almost like mine
but shrewder, younger at once.
How easy in the rain. To catch
reflections of black Romans who built the wall
with Hadrian and slipped across in the dead night.
Africans stolen by Vikings and abandoned
like jetsam on these shores,
this country of white descendants.
Quick look over my shoulder
and she’s gone. I would build her a house
of iron, flue tubes for columns, firebox
to keep us warm, gears for our supper plates.
*
These weeks of winter, the mineral skies.
The air tired and breathed and wrung like a dishrag.
But the rain.
I am less strange
in rain. I eat wet, sleep wet. Feel the river
like fluid metal under my hands,
the shine, the skin of it.
I wake daily at five, anxious for the shop, the scramble
into the guts of the machines.
My fingers murmur like ribbons
anointed with oil. I dream oily dreams at high noon,
taste the slick on my skin. I
no longer stumble on the tracks at twilight.
Like a drone I am
faceless, flirting at the peripheries of the engine-queen.
I am necessary to her survival as water
boiling to steam to work the piston and the driving rods, turning
the great wheels.

*
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It’s new morning. The ten bells at Saint Andrews clamor
their split faith, ringing the changes
through their full circle. Across the ocean
Detroit’s Saint Andrews is voiceless in the nighttime
even as the locomotives pound
toward station, speeding
past twenty miles per hour, loaded full twelve tons
with grain and ore, with passengers breathing
in time to the clacking of the wheels, with the dead
in their pine coffins lined head to toe, coming home at last
to rest in comfortable ground.
Even as the world goes on rolling
over in its sleep, reaching for the shape
of familiar skin.
		
Elijah McCoy, African-American entrepreneur, was the child of escaped slaves who settled near Detroit. At fifteen, he went to
Scotland to study mechanical engineering, an opportunity unavailable to blacks in the U.S. He returned a master mechanic, but was
denied employment due to racial prejudice. He ended up a railroad firemen, shoveling coal into the locomotive’s firebox before patenting
the “lubricating cup” for steam engines in 1872.

The Wayward Clockmaker
Alex R. Encomienda
By noontide beneath tailored denims torn and tinkered it appeared; smears drawn from working hands
pitted and stony, the black hole like array into the frames of his fours swayed as he worked his fleeting
magic on these rusty silver tokens.
He was a staring Cyclops as the blackness covered his other eye into a closing; a creeping mellow came
to be and he appeared glad it returned.
Clockmaker, clockmaker; this bible town is omni and amicable birthing knowers and journeymen; one
may be a fool on Razor’s edge.
The moonlapse over the cottage was forming vertigo in his veins; this darkland wept for company.
Perhaps in the deepness of his work he could find solitary joy because even in the holiest places there
was a rotten fruit; many a windows for many a men.
In this porcelain top, gemmy and gorgeous the man of many woes winded up the arms; returning to a
place he called sanctuary. Morning rise and nightfall at the end of the fortnight; loving joyous
memories.
Beckoning once more round the golden piece of work he fancied nights of Sofia and Lom, Lovech and
the Black Sea; places he longed to return to forevermore.
The bibelots of olive on every clockwork and every wall were ever so olden and eerie to glare at;
however so he was glaring they beckoned to him in sly passages tender and tiresome.
Clockmaker of vehemence, ardor of years to remember; these trinkets have no time to speak of, no
voice to follow.
Clockmaker watches time go by as he places the golden piece upon the tabletop; he recalls every
moment that he cherished in dear blues.
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Theology 101

Modern Jewish Theologies

Bray McDonald

Yuan Changming

Don’t forget the god of the stork. (Don’t doubt that he has one.)
There was plenty of continuity to the impotence
and the fools were passing it around.
Some people are so oblivious to the obvious they may as well be blind.
(Every cult would cause a holocaust if they could.)

Marx’s historical materialism proves

Another of destinies chosen excuses for being.
The tempting mirage of belief.
The efficacious illusion that there might be an escape.

There is no supernatural being in space
There is no holy existence in the mind
In the making of world history, as Mao says

There was no god in time to begin with
Einstein’s principle of relativity illustrates
Whereas Freudian psychology reveals
Except desires of, by or for the people, and
Desires alone, that are the real motive force

From the temples of abstract gods theology was created.
Crafted upon wishful contemplation and an innate fear of death
Mankind has transformed his belief in a fable
into an insubstantial and amorphous fact.
Traces of a primordial reach.
Shadows of a feeble ontology.
The despair of a paradigm faced with a contradiction.
A cemented theme with potholes.
The geometry of Theology will always equal X.
With no confidence in the infinite
an almost angel responds as if to a god
to a question disguised as an answer.
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Landscape With A Large Green
Bowl of Peacock Eggs (Temporary
Humility in the Elevation of the
Self-Referential Gift)
Rich Ives
1.
The girl is wearing a jumper, but she’s not jumping, and she’s me before remembering was too full of
not remembering. The tiniest flower ever blooms on the lost sparrow’s grave, unsuspected beneath
the first autumn leaf, and then the first snow was so much thicker and still wetter than possible. There
wasn’t any reason I could appreciate the way the nests of animals living in water require none of my
deliberations. Should I weep or simply eat my memory of bark and toadstools?
So I forgot my bones, but I forgot hunger, and I forgot the song. If you’ve been in the air, you know that
God made some mistakes. Perhaps you were small enough for a snow-covered sunflower, too sick to be
understood, a presence too heavy for the little girl to judge.
My blue had been entering each opening alone, she thinks, but I hope I’m late enough not to be food. I hope I’m food
enough not to be ignored.
2.
The husband in the painting is traveling. His journey travels slowly towards us, and as it nears the end,
his life reveals more beauty. He’s paying attention to none of the reasons. Gray scurries across the road
by itself, but one of us is still shyly anticipating something substantial. Go now and delight in the going
like a young boy pissing in the fat pure snow. Brush the fresh corn-stubble beard the cold field wears, the
indifference, the calculated allegiance of further rain, or has the eye of spontaneous affection only now
fallen into lofty ideals?
3.
What’s the difference between innocence and defeat? One’s a failure, and one’s a default, but which
one? Drive slowly. There are people here who don’t know better.
I was looking for enlightenment, and I found the beginning of the path was at the end of the path. This
pleased me, but I was not the path’s revelation.

Landscape With A Large Green Bowl of Peacock Eggs... - Rich Ives
I’ve met too many men who talk to themselves, thinking God will answer. I’ll be leaving soon enough, I tell myself,
with not much more than you to take along. There’s an exercise in it that might be a last performance.
What you need is lost at sea, neither oar, nor sail, nor compass, but with a hint of where the sea is going. Because it
encounters you, whether I desire it or not, the water in my socks is singing now and cool.
Too bad you have to be thinking when your eyes are open to accept the muddle of such close up delights when it
doesn’t even care if you get in the way.
5.
The trees are all voting for winter. They stuff the leafy ballot boxes, and the earth takes too long to count them, a revolution elected in white uniforms that grow quickly gray and ragged. But for a short time the drying ice guns bring
down the limbs of frozen citizens and echo in the cold still halls, clear moonlit bundles of hope asleep beneath the
crusted surface.
6.
What good is hunger? they all wonder while my unhappiness is starving. Finally I know what I want.
The accidental curve is waiting, a deliberate staging of the unexpected by the unintended. You wouldn’t believe the
planning a lack of intention creates beyond the single moment of letting go, where you can find it deliberating in a
circular motion, like a bowl of possibility providing something round and contained and then larger than the local
intentions for the eyes to rest upon.
There came a verification of hellos, little fish of Alka Seltzer mixed up in the water, inadequate varieties of mustache
combs, power-suited women smoking cheroots and spit-shining their husband’s gnomes, a further constellation of an
uncertainty in progress in the tender cave of that life’s enunciation.
There was something I wanted to learn in her, but the only god I could imagine didn’t seem to know what it was.
7.
I’ve been carrying around what I have for you in a wooden pail, and of course, it doesn’t belong there, doesn’t even
fit. I’ve married memory a couple of times, and it’s faithful but boring.
When smelling of moss and damp loam, I want you to witness the beauty of a crooked line, the fell of dark assuaging, even in sleep, the daily ladder.
One of the other orchids is done with our news, and I am a horse of green labor. I am lifting. I am received with
arrangements of my own gifting. I am above myself.

I don’t know why it surprises me so often to find the sunrise beneath the horizon. I seem to go there
regularly, but sometimes I forget what I’m looking for. I find the sunset first, and then I turn and laugh
at my monumental unimportance.
4.
My husband has fallen in love with my horse. She’s stealing him nightly when he dreams of roaming
the lake of no one else. The books should be large and blue and without illustrations.
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Sculptor

Hug Drugs

R.M. Cymber

Yann Rousselot

Im waiting for the time
after your sunburn when dermal snow
falls from your body
Ive got my broom and dustpan –
waiting to collect the bits like a slave
poking caviar at the table of his master
I make one large pile and
use a magnifying glass to puzzle
over the possible combinations
Your cells, my reclamation
Death into life
Transfiguration
I mold the lips into a smile
Theres no fucking trace of me
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You make me empathetic and I forgive you.
Threat-level: teddy bear.
You make me break down muscle tissue and bone,
digest myself to maintain healthy blood sugar levels.
I feel calm and connected.
I feel hyper-tense—hot, feral breath on my neck.
Threat-level: cortisol.
Threat-level: adrenaline.
Predatory claws and painted fingernails,
blood-scrawl, dirty talk, twitchy like a Geiger counter.
Threat-level: IKEA.
Evacuate the building and place the oxygen mask on yourself first.
Threat-level: your average Thursday.
It takes a real love story to know the lizard brain is not your friend.
Threat-level: Facebook flirt.
Lizard-men are scaling the walls—this is a take-over.
Threat-level: the last piece of chocolate.
You make me feel warm, oxytocic, amnesic;
hot like an opioid rush;
cold in my bones like stained glass;
shivers like a bird of paradise in winter.
Threat-level: fight-or-flight.
Threat-level: Netflix and chill.
Searing body electric—the sacrificial device is the flesh itself.
The first step is to let go of the wire.
The second step is to reach out through the fear,
hold it firm, and let that wire sing.
Thunder knows no circuit breaker.
Threat-level: business as usual.
You make me feel positive feelings and I forgive you.
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I am not your clay
Nicole Goodwin
“If I didn’t define myself, I would be crunched into other people’s fantasies for me and eaten alive.”
-Audre Lorde
Mold I:
Ode to the sistah who randomly passed me by while I was jivin’ with the “crack” heads on Bowery
(before I got to The New Museum)

cannot cloak, that security cannot hide. That every day you sigh…into your coffee knowing that the sky is blue, and
that your face is white and yet you are happy—ish. You are sad. And you don’t know why. I am happy, and I do. I
put in the work to wear a dress full of colors, in a world where there are colors painted over with drab spaces called a
face. Where most think that humanity is a joke, so they draw lines as if to keep me out. Of where? I am everywhere,
everything. I am you. That’s why when you said “Yes, you can use that exit, the stairs are ALWAYS operable...” I
had no vindictiveness when I replied “Of course, but you know ALARMS.”
Oh…

Big gurls need love too...
I am not sure when I hear this, that this is an insult.
This idea that because of my dress size, that I am unloved.
I remember the feeling of being unloved, the state of being unloved.
The treatment and the thoughts
How they flooded my heart, the eggshell walls of the coco projects,
my tawny skinned mama raised me in while we dwelled in the hallows
of the South Bronx. E 138th St & Morris Avenue, wasn’t my first border town
The one I recall was way back in BRKLYN, farther South than BX.
A larger playing field; a smaller box.
Back then I wasn’t fat, I was big-boned.
I liked that because it made me feel mighty, like an elephant.
Not the Indian ones. The really large ones. The African ones.
The ones that are reminiscent of the line: Wu-Tang Clan ain’t nothin’ to fuck with.
Where was I? Oh yes, love. Me. Me being loved. I wasn’t. I mean back then.
Or rather, it was unbeknownst to me, it wasn’t ‘cause of my weight though, young black girls and
thickness was nothing unique. I mean it was ordinary—but now it’s labeled obese. Whatever.
I didn’t fit in back then either. Why? No real answers there, I care not to ask anymore. Just like you,
when you passed me by. I heard your words, but...
I felt nothing. No anger, no hurt, not even nothingness. I took it as a matter of fact thing, as in people
are afraid of me, when I smile. or laugh loud. When I wear colors, when I don’t dumb me down. When
I don’t dumb me down, or play up to other’s for compliments. I just live sistah. I hope you find the love
inside, and can do the same.
Either way, thank you—but I have love now. In me, that well is full and replenishing. My love is enough
for me.
Mold II:
To the white lady with the snide comment about me exiting through the door on the left side that led to
the stairs.
Miss. I feel sorry for you. I am sorry that you couldn’t even make a snide comment without venom,
and couldn’t straightforwardly answer my question. I am sorry when I kindly spoke to you that you felt
reproached. I am sorry that you don’t know why. That the fact that my body, and persona fits not in
the box, they gave, that they forced upon you and I, and that I broke free of that box, and this box, and
this box, and that box—and every box that you could not. I see your sadness. The sadness that money
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CRITICISM
In Praise of Vengeance Literature: Nora
Ephron’s Heartburn
Genna Rivieccio

T

hose in the “highbrow” world of
literature have never given too much respect to
or put too much stock in Nora Ephron. Sure, she
was laudable in essay form, appearing the pages
of Esquire and The New Yorker. But when it came to
her debut novel, Heartburn, it was never viewed as
much more than a petty form of payback against
then husband Carl Bernstein, revamped to Mark
Feldman in character form.
Formerly best known as the journalist
responsible for co-reporting with Bob Woodward
on the Watergate controversy for The Washington
Post, Bernstein’s reputation was quickly soiled
with the release of his then fresh ex-wife’s tell-
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all “fictional” account of his infidelity with the
daughter of former British Prime Minister James
Callaghan, Margaret Jay. Renamed to Thelma
Rice, the wife of Jonathan Rice, undersecretary
of state for Middle Eastern affairs—whatever
that entails—Ephron conjures images of the
other woman in a way that pulls at an emotional
scab most would be content to let heal. Ephron,
however, enters and taps into her pain to provide
comedic relief for others.
Thelma and Jonathan are just two
of many couples the heroine of Heartburn, a
cookbook writer with a TV show named Rachel
Samstat (clearly, Nora Ephron), has grown to
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despise during her forced time living
in Washington, D.C. Originally very
much a citizen of New York City,
Rachel left her beloved town in
support of her husband’s profession,
which is precisely what happened
in real life when Ephron gave up

In Praise of Vengeance Literature: Nora Ephron’s Heartburn - Genna Rivieccio
paragraph, also painted as “Chiquita
Banana.”
Brief but cutting to the quick
descriptions such as these merely
scratch the surface of Ephron’s
acerbic wit, keeping her observations
of people on file at all times in case

the film industry, as well as her own
parents’ use of her life as fodder (her
letters to college from them would
ultimately become the basis for the
1963 Jimmy Stewart movie, Take Her,
She’s Mine).
So it’s no wonder Ephron

“‘Above all, be the heroine
of your own life, not the victim.’ In short, make the heartless bastardo who fucked you
over the victim...”
her literary foothold in NYC to live
with Bernstein in the hub of political
scandal, the thing that would persist
in supporting his journalistic career.
Rachel,
seven
months
pregnant with her second child,
unfolds her tale of woe with sharp
precision (and occasionally through
the use of apropos recipes), learning
of Mark’s affair with Thelma after
finding an inscription writtten in a
children’s songbook intended for
Rachel and Mark’s firstborn, Sam.
Disgusted that Sam could unwittingly
be involved in this tawdry infidelity,
Rachel calls up Mark while he’s
having a therapy session (with Thelma
no less!) at Dr. Valdez’s in Alexandria,
“who looks like Carmen Miranda and
has a dog named Pepito.” Though
only a minor and inconsequential
character, Dr. Valdez is, in the same

she might need to use them later so
as to remedy a slight. Her lashing
tongue is present on every page of
Heartburn, an immediate bestseller
upon its release in 1983 (though the
Jack Nicholson/Meryl Streep film it
is based on would not go on to fare so
well when it hit theaters in 1986).
And it isn’t just Mark,
Thelma and Dr. Valdez that Rachel
a.k.a. Nora casts aspersions against
during her recovery from such a
crippling emotional blow. She brings
her parents into it, too.
Ephron herself was the
daughter of
playwrights and
screenwriters Henry Ephron and
Phoebe Wolkind Ephron (the one
who would be the lifelong influence
behind the Ephron family adage,
“Everything is copy”). As such, her
upbringing was one centered around

portrays both her father and mother
in a thinly disguised light—the
former as a “retired” actor, noting in
the character of Rachel that, while
staying at his New York residence
during the process of recovering
from Mark’s betrayal, her patriarch,
“said a lot of terrific daddy things
to [her] that made [her] cry even
harder, partly because the dialogue
was lifted completely from an obscure
Dan Dailey movie he’d played a
pediatrican in, and partly because
he nevertheless delivered the lines so
very well.”
This notion of important
people, especially men, in her life
always delivering lines without real
conviction behind them bleeds into
the affront she feels so profoundly as
a result of Mark making her believe
that true love, monogamy and fidelity

were genuinely possible. As she
explains, “I married him believing
that marriage doesn’t work, that love
dies, that passion fades, and in so
doing I became the kind of romantic
only a cynic is truly capable of being.
I see all that now. At the time, though,
I saw nothing of the sort. I honestly
believed Mark had learned his lesson.
Unfortunately, the lesson he learned
wasn’t the one I had in mind: what he
learned is that he could do anything,
and in the end there was a chance I’d
take him back.”
And yes, for a time, Rachel
does take him back, wanting so badly
to give him the benefit of the doubt
with so much riding on the emotional
well-being of Sam and their soon-tobe born son (bear in mind, Ephron
really was seven months pregnant
at the time of learning about
Bernstein’s affair). Plus, Mark is so
persuasive in his yarn-spinning, in
the long run seeming to come to his
senses about the commitments he’d
made to his family. Rachel rehashes,
“Some time later, after going on
saying all these lovey-dovey things
about Thelma, and after saying he
wouldn’t give her up, and after saying
that I was a shrew and a bitch and
a nag and kvetch and a grouse and
that I hated Washington (the last
charge was undeniably true), he said
that he nonetheless expected me to
stay with him.” Indisputably, this is
exactly what Bernstein expected, not
to mention the likelihood that these
were the “epithets” he tossed out at
Ephron in his argument for her to
take him back.
Like
all
attempts
at
suppressing resentment, however,
it doesn’t work for Nora or Rachel.
Taking shots at Bernstein’s writing and
predilection for self-aggrandizement,

Nora as Rachel is sure to mention,
“I never even change an inflection in a
story once it’s working. Mark, on the
other hand, changes his stories every
time he tells them, by making them
longer.”
Moreover, it wouldn’t be an
Ephron story without another couple
to serve as the voice of reason/go-to
sounding board (think Bruno Kirby
as Jess and Carrie Fisher as Marie
in When Harry Met Sally). Thus, upon
telling her and Mark’s best married
friends, Arthur and Julie, about the
affair, Arthur balks, “Of course he
denied it... That’s the truest sign of
insanity—insane people are always
sure they’re just fine. It’s only the
sane people who are willing to admit
they’re crazy.” Plainly, Ephron’s
contempt for Bernstein bleeds into
other characters other than just
Rachel.
Ephron even finds room in
Heartburn to throw shade at Rona
Jaffe’s debut novel, The Best of
Everything, by remarking as Rachel,
“I felt like a character in a trashy
novel; I even knew which trashy
novel I felt like a character in, which
made it worse: The Best of Everything.”
Knowing Ephron, this is even a meta
allusion to how people view her own
debut.
Try as she might to forgive, it
is only the purging nature of writing
driven by vengeance that gives Nora/
Rachel the strength to pull through.
That, and at last throwing a Key lime
pie in Mark’s face.
Rachel concludes, “Of
course I’m writing this later, much
much later, and it worries me that I’ve
done what I usually do—hidden the
anger, covered the pain, pretended it
wasn’t there for the sake of the story.”
And there it is, that phrase: “for the

sake of the story.” When a writer has
been let down enough times in life by
sacrificing herself for another, only
to find that the person in question is
just another non-committal schlub,
well, why not just take it all in stride
for the benefit of the story? Because,
as Ephron’s protagonist articulates
at the end of Heartburn, “If I tell the
story, I control the version.” And, in
fact, one of Ephron’s other famed
aphorisms, taken from an address she
made to her alma mater, Wellesley, in
1996, iterates this very phenomenon:
“Above all, be the heroine of your life,
not the victim.”
In short, make the heartless
bastardo who fucked you over the
victim with the scathing and scalding
power of words, and a barely stylized
account of what actually happened.
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La Biografia di meimorettini
After ten years of friendship, meimorettini began an artistic collaboration in 2015 that continues to this
day.
Since the very beginning of their collaboration, they have teamed up and experimented with various
aspects of their common passion: art.
As former classlmates during high school, both have a knowledge of the moving image, photography,
figurative art and design, all which has led to a shared understanding of art and its manifestations.
Their artistic experiences, unique synergy and aesthetic sensitivity have spurred them to create what
they can unarguably define as true works of art.
In a chaotic world that changes and challenges their beliefs, they questioned the possibility of creating
images, forms and spaces which can convey meaningful messages while concurrently speaking of mankind and the world we all live in.
Such reflections were the starting point of their artistic journey. Their honesty, freedom and no-taboo
attitude have served pure and authentic creative purposes, as these characteristics have been translated
in the forms, objects and spaces that they have created. Whether the meanings of their artworks are
immediately grasped or whether they may become the object of endless speculations is of no import to
meimorettini.
Rather than providing easy answers with their works of art, meimorettini aims to provoke questions, set
the mind in motion, shake up consolidated thinking patterns, unlock deep rooted emotions and provide
new interpretations.
Their sincere hope is that their passion, honesty and dedication, with which they give substance to the
complexity of the world, can be seen in their art.
Discover more of their work at meimorettini.com.
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