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Letter from the Editor-In-Chief
Dear Readers,
Three is indeed the magic number. Thank you for your continued
support of our creative endeavors. Though our magazine has grown with
each new issue, I have come to view issue three as a conglomeration of
intentions of both its predecessors. From issue one remains the art of
creation, a homemade kind of ambition and follow through, genuine and
raw. From issue two, a globalization, the persistence of continuance, and
the pure love artists have for their art. Issue three came when we were at
our most experienced, but it was a reminder that even when you have the
process down, so much of ourselves show up in the creation of these pages.
We are on the third season, so to say, of our journey as a literary
magazine. We were founded in a UNESCO City of Literature, on the campus
of one of the most successful writing programs in the country, but we have
traveled far from home. Our staff is so proud of how many places across the
globe our little passion project has reached. It is such a comfort to know
that our world is unceasingly infinite in its ways to make even the smallest
of differences. I am so lucky to have been a part of this process. For me,
it has been lifechanging, and to think that even an ounce of that joy has
been felt by other writers and artists is amazing.
Another thank you first to our outstanding contributors, we would be
nowhere without your art. I admire your courage to share your voice; you
are endlessly important. To our whole team, thank you for all the time and
energy you have given to this magazine, I value you all so much! Next,
thank you to our wonderful Creative Director, Zoey. I have loved watching
your vision for the magazine grow over these past two years. Thank you
to our talented book and layout designer, Jeff; your patience, empathy,
leadership, and dedication amaze me every day. We quite literally would
not have a magazine without you! Lastly, thank you to our dynamic duo of
managing editors, Sonia and Jacob. Both of you care so deeply about this
project and we would be lost without your guidance and wisdom. Congratulations to Sonia and Zoey on your graduation, your family at patchwork
is so proud of you. The chance to work with you all has truly restored my
faith in the goodness of the world. I will always be in your corner.
With Love,
Amanda Pendley, EIC of patchwork lit mag
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Home

Matt Gilbert

In a hushed room in a care home, two people stand next to a bed.
This her?
That’s her.
Feels hot…
Yeah, often is these days. And her breathing’s getting laboured.
Doesn’t sound good. She been here long?
We’re not exactly sure, feels like forever.
Wonder what she was like when she was young? She ever talk?
Not much. Still smiles sometimes. Lights up the place — most days she’s silent now.
Used to be full of it: chat, chat, chat — everything mattered, everything interesting:
dust and sand, fur and feather, seasons, scales, waves, iceberg fields, Northern
lights, buffalo by the million, turning leaves, blossom erupting, birdsong, flight,
people — I believe she even quite liked slugs.
Wish I’d met her then.
Yeah. She was something else, now she’s just tired.
Any relatives, visitors?
She had children. They don’t see her now.
What happened?
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The usual. Grew up, thought they knew it all. Squabbled — all take, take, take
amongst themselves. Lost sight of their roots.
That’s sad. She have a name?
Several, we use the shortest, it’s on the label there…
The second person lifts the tag to read it.
Gaia?

2

the best friend
Marina Alaeva

3

Content warning: suicide

The Pact
Justin Gray

The stage is dark and we hear a rustling of
leaves, footsteps clomping through the
woods, and the hooting of an owl. A soft
white light fades in to reveal an empty
glade in the forest. Paul and Justin emerge
from the woods and into the glade. A tree
stump squats in the middle of the scene.
Paul is tall and dressed in a black hoodie
and blue jeans. Justin is slightly shorter and
dressed in a flannel shirt and blue jeans.
JUSTIN:
Well, I think Noel is at least trying to do something different, y’know?
PAUL:
Yeah, but I still like Liam’s bombast. Such an arrogant prick.
JUSTIN:
I can’t believe they’ve been broken up for ten years. None of my students
have even heard of Oasis.
PAUL:
Fuck, just bury me now.
JUSTIN:
I guess that’s the point of tonight, huh?
PAUL:
Jesus! Give it a minute, okay?
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The two stop and survey their surroundings
as a dull awareness sinks in.
JUSTIN:
Shit. We’re here.
PAUL:
This is the place, huh?
JUSTIN:
Yeah, I recognize that tree.
PAUL:
You recognize the tree? What are you, Davy Crockett?
JUSTIN:
It’s a distinctive tree.
(A beat)
You don’t really hear anyone talk about Davy Crockett anymore.
PAUL:
I guess so.
JUSTIN:
I wonder if kids know about him nowadays? (Sings) Davy, Davy Crocket.
King of the wild frontier.
Paul pulls a handgun from behind his back.
JUSTIN:
We’re jumping right into it? Just like that?
PAUL:
Settle down. I’m just untucking. It keeps digging into my back.
Paul sets the gun down on the tree stump.
JUSTIN:
There it is.
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PAUL:
There it is.
JUSTIN:
We’re doing this.
PAUL:
That’s the plan. You’re not backing out, are you?
JUSTIN:
No. No, I just... It’s been such a fun weekend.
PAUL:
Yeah. Love the mountains. I feel such a sense of peace here. Too bad we
can’t see ‘em in the dark.
JUSTIN:
We could wait until morning. It’d be kind of beautiful. Sun rising over the
peaks. Chirping of birds sounding across the forest. Then, blam, it’s over.
PAUL:
Over.
JUSTIN:
You having second thoughts?
Justin pulls a pack of Marlboro Lights from
his from pocket.
PAUL:
No, I don’t... I thought you quit.
JUSTIN:
I did, but figured, well, what the hell. Y’know?
PAUL:
I guess.
JUSTIN:
You want one?
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PAUL:
Might as well.
Justin hands Paul a cigarette. The two
contemplate their Marlboros. Neither
lights up.
PAUL:
Haven’t smoked in 15 years.
JUSTIN:
Only been two for me.
Paul sets his cigarette on the stump next
to the gun.
PAUL:
Maybe we could smoke some weed first.
JUSTIN:
Sure.
Justin digs a baggie and a one-hitter from
his pocket. He packs the one-hitter, but
fumbles it. Flakes fall to the ground.
PAUL:
Are you getting any in?
JUSTIN:
Yeah, yeah. It’s hard to see. Here. You have the honors.
Paul takes the pipe and lighter and lights
up. He inhales deeply and offers it to Justin.
JUSTIN:
Not right now.
Justin holds his unlit cigarette.
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PAUL:
You’re not having any? I don’t want to be high on my own.
JUSTIN:
I’ll get paranoid. Might chicken out.
PAUL:
So, you don’t want to do it.
JUSTIN:
I do, I do. It’s just hard, you know?
PAUL:
Well, that’s why we have the plan. The plan will make it easier.
JUSTIN:
Yeah, let’s go over that again. I’m a little confused. Who goes first?
Paul lets out a sigh of frustration. Sets
the pipe down on the stump next to the
cigarettes and the gun.
PAUL:
Okay, let’s go over this again. You shoot me and then you shoot yourself.
Easy. What’s confusing about this plan?
JUSTIN:
I thought you were going to shoot me.
PAUL:
What? I can’t shoot you. What am I? A fucking monster?
JUSTIN:
So, I am?
PAUL:
No, but you’re more goal-oriented. You have better follow through.
JUSTIN:
But, I’m a pussy. I hate confrontation. I won’t even send food back at a restaurant. I’ll just sit there and eat the chicken sandwich when I ordered the burger.
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PAUL:
This isn’t a restaurant. This isn’t sending an order back.
JUSTIN:
Yeah, sure it is. God’s our waiter. Um, sorry, I ordered the success, but you
seem to have brought me failure.
PAUL:
Haha! Yeah, and I asked for more sex. There’s only a handful here, but I
ordered the basket.
JUSTIN:
Meanwhile, He’s in the kitchen spitting in our food. “I’ll show these
motherfuckers.” He comes back to our table all passive aggressive. And
we’re like, “we’ll just take our business elsewhere.”
PAUL:
Yeah, but there’s really nowhere else to go.
JUSTIN:
Life is just a bad restaurant in a small town.
PAUL:
I don’t know what you’re complaining about. You got it made. Good
marriage, sweet son. You own a house.
JUSTIN:
We own a house. Really, it’s Kara’s house. When we bought it my credit
was so bad, I couldn’t have gotten a loan for a burrito much less a three
bedroom house!
PAUL:
You have good credit now.
JUSTIN:
Thanks to Kara.
PAUL:
Well, everyone owes somebody something.
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JUSTIN:
I guess.
PAUL:
How do you think she’ll take it? Or your son, for that matter?
JUSTIN:
Not good. Can’t imagine she’ll be happy about it.
PAUL:
Then why go through with it?
JUSTIN:
They’ll be better off. John is only five. He’ll forget all about me. Kara will
marry someone else. Someone stronger. A good provider.
PAUL:
Success isn’t everything.
JUSTIN:
Sure it is. This is America. Success is the only thing. (A beat)

What about you? You have a good job. Why are you out here?
PAUL:
Ha! A good job. All I do is fill out inventory forms all day. It’s boring.
JUSTIN:
But it pays well.
PAUL:
Not for New York.
JUSTIN:
Why don’t you move?
PAUL:
I’ve thought about it. But where would I move? I mean, what could possibly
compete with New York?

10

JUSTIN:
Sioux Falls isn’t bad.
PAUL:
Are you fucking kidding me?
JUSTIN:
Okay, it’s not great. But for two middle-aged parents of a five-year-old
too exhausted from work to do much of anything, it’s not bad. And there’s
a Thai restaurant now.
PAUL:
I do like a drunken noodle.
JUSTIN:
They don’t have drunken noodle.
PAUL:
You’re kidding.
JUSTIN:
Okay, so Sioux Falls is out. There’s other cities.
PAUL:
No. I’ll die in New York.
JUSTIN:
If we go through with this, you’re going to die right fucking here in the
middle of Yellowstone!
PAUL:
Well, you don’t exactly seem keen on the idea.
JUSTIN:
If you shoot, I’ll go along with it.
PAUL:
I can’t kill you. Are you fucking mad?
JUSTIN:
I can’t very well kill you. I couldn’t live with the guilt.
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PAUL:
Oh my God. You don’t have to! That’s the beauty of the plan.
JUSTIN:
We really should have figured this out earlier. Someone’s got to kill someone.
Look, the gun is right there. It has to go off.
PAUL:
What are you talking about?
JUSTIN:
Chekhov. If the gun comes out in the first act, it has to go off by the end
of the third.
PAUL:
This isn’t a play, and if it was, there would only be one act. You shoot me,
then yourself. Curtain.
JUSTIN:
I’ve never even shot a gun. What if I miss?
PAUL:
Get close.
JUSTIN:
Are you kidding me? Get close. I want to be as far away as possible. I don’t
want to see your face when I murder you.
PAUL:
It’s not murder. I’m giving you permission.
JUSTIN:
It sure feels like murder.
PAUL:
Look, if you can’t do it, then let’s just go.
JUSTIN:
I thought you wanted to die.
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PAUL:
No more than usual.
JUSTIN:
Jesus Christ. What are we even doing here, then?
PAUL:
Why don’t we just shoot ourselves?
JUSTIN:
If I could kill myself, I wouldn’t need you.
PAUL:
Good point.
JUSTIN:
I’ve tried before, but I just don’t want to die.
PAUL:
Except you do want to die.
JUSTIN:
Of course!
The two pace the stage in silence circling
around the tree stump.
PAUL:
Look, it’s not that I love my life. I just can’t commit to ending it.
.
JUSTIN:
That’s always been our problem. Commitment. When we were younger we
had such grand plans. You were going to be a famous musician and I was
going to be a famous comedian. But it takes so much.
PAUL:
It’s not like we didn’t try. It just didn’t work out.
JUSTIN:
But maybe if we tried harder.
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PAUL:
Who’s to know? There are no guarantees. You know my friend Jerry? He’s
53 and just started a new band. He still thinks he can make it.
JUSTIN:
Christ, I’d kill for that level of delusion.
PAUL:
So, what are we doing here?
JUSTIN:
The gun has come out. It has to go off.
PAUL:
It doesn’t have to go off. Quit saying that.
JUSTIN:
I’m going to smoke this cigarette.
PAUL:
It’s a slippery slope.
JUSTIN:
We are literally out here in the middle of nowhere to die. Who cares?
PAUL:
Oh, Jesus! Let’s face it: we’re not going to die. I’m not going to kill you,
you’re not going to kill me, and we’re not going to kill ourselves.
JUSTIN:
But Chekhov.
PAUL:
I swear to Christ, if you bring up Chekhov one more time, I will kill you.
Justin throws his unlit cigarette onto the
ground.
PAUL:
Really? You’re gonna litter?
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Justin bends over and picks the cigarette
back up. He walks over to the tree stump
and picks up Paul’s cigarette and places
both back in his pack.
JUSTIN:
So, we’re not doing it? Fine. Let’s go back.
PAUL:
You want to smoke that weed?
JUSTIN:
Sure.
PAUL:
What’s the matter with you?
JUSTIN:
I went to the Doctor and they found a spot on my lung.
PAUL:
Jesus. Cancer?
JUSTIN:
They don’t know, but what the hell else can it be? I smoked for over
twenty years.
(A beat)
I just didn’t want to put Kara and John through it.
PAUL:
Through what?
JUSTIN:
I don’t know. Through whatever hell I have waiting for me. Chemo, surgery,
slow death. Whatever it is, it won’t be pretty.
PAUL:
Jesus.
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JUSTIN:
You can say that again.
PAUL:
Jesus.
The two break into a slow laughter. It
builds into a kind of hysteria with both of
them practically crying.
PAUL:
What a shitty joke.
JUSTIN:
They’re the best.
PAUL:
Look, I know you want to spare them, but whatever the future holds,
maybe fighting to stay around is what’s best for them. And you.
JUSTIN:
Yeah, maybe.
PAUL:
And what about me, you shithead? I don’t want to lose you. You’re the
only person I can to talk to.
JUSTIN:
Same. I mean, why do you think we’re out here? I haven’t even told
Kara yet.
PAUL:
You were just lamenting not trying harder when you were young. Have
you not learned that lesson?
JUSTIN:
You’re right.
PAUL:
Plus, what if Oasis does get back together. You expect me to go to that
shit alone?
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JUSTIN:
They’re not getting back together.
PAUL:
They might.
The two stand in silence.
PAUL:
I just need to say something. I don’t know how else to say it. I don’t feel
comfortable saying it.
(A beat)
I love you.
A wry smile breaks across Justin’s face.
PAUL:
Come on, don’t be an asshole.
JUSTIN:
It’s just weird to see you have emotions.
PAUL:
I’m not happy about it either.
JUSTIN:
I love you, too.
PAUL:
Let’s go back to the car.
Paul takes the gun from the stump and
stuffs it in the waistband behind his back.
He picks the one-hitter up and holds it
out to Justin.
PAUL:
Let’s smoke this up on the walk back to the car.
JUSTIN:
Yeah, I could use a little of that right now.
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PAUL:
I hope I can return this fucking gun.
JUSTIN:
Well, if you can’t you can probably pawn it or something. You probably
won’t get the full amount back. Just let me know and I’ll kick in for the
difference.
PAUL:
All right.
The two walk out of the stage lighting
towards Upstage Center.
JUSTIN:
Did you hear they’re releasing some unreleased Bowie tracks from the
Berlin sessions?
PAUL:
Yeah, that shit’ll be so good.
The two walk out of light and offstage.
There is a beat and then we hear a gun
shot. There is a beat and then we hear Paul.
PAUL:
Holy shit! What happened? Are you hit?
JUSTIN:
Jesus Christ. I’m fine. How about you?
PAUL:
It just missed my leg. Man, fuck these things.
(A beat)
JUSTIN:
See, I told you it would go off. Chekhov, baby!
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I want a Guy not a man
Andrés N Ordorica

Taishi Tamaki, 1987, Waiter & Aspiring Actor is a horrible, horrible man.
As reddit user /dadswhovape states in his seminal thread, ‘Taishi is
objectively trash’:
“Taishi is hands down the worst cast member on AS, if not the worst of
the entire show. Why are there so many Taishi apologists?”
Granted I, a relatively sane man, choose to spend my time watching a
Japanese reality show in which nothing happens in which everything is
kind of バニラ.
Nevertheless, Taishi Tamaki, 1987, Waiter & Aspiring Actor is still a
horrible, horrible man.
Why is he so horrible it bears repeating?
1. He is a mansplainer.
He scolds his female housemates for being too forward, chides them
for sending him mixed signals, then laments when his love for them is
‘too strong’.
2. He also has a terrible haircut.
This is unforgivable because he actually has nice, healthy hair
like his hair is the type of hair people would use for high-end wigs.
What a waste!
3. Taishi is almost thirty and sword fights like he is アシタカ, the last
prince of the Emishi tribe, sent to save us from the Forest Gods.
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If he is then I’d rather admit defeat.
me now!

Honestly, let the demon pigs kill

4. Taishi Tamaki wears boring clothes even for a cis heterosexual man.
His style is atrocious, and this too is unforgivable given Japan gave birth
to labels like Kenzo and Comme des Garçons and styles like Harajuku.
5. His smile is also insincere, calculated, and forced.
6. He likes to cry on cue

he is an aspiring actor, remember?

7. He is too present for being the most boring member of ‘Terrace House:
Aloha State!’
8. He is possibly a misogynist, no wait, he is a misogynist.
9. He is not even a waiter, but the person who brings the breadbasket.
He is a breadbasket boy in a grown man’s body.
Taishi Tamaki is a horrible, horrible man cum breadbasket boy,
and honestly, I want anyone but this objectively trash man!
Well not just anyone…
I want a man with an ass.
A juicy muscular bum so perky that the people who design road bumps
would choose to model their safety devices after this Man’s derriere.
Bump, Bump.
I want a man who does not belch but who can still work a table saw.
I want a man worth writing about
but only if I want to.
Someone between my father and Jason Momoa.
My father is a kind man.
Jason Momoa is hot (I would climb him like a tree!).
I want a man who knows how to not be a horrible, horrible man.
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Who is keen to tug my hair on a Monday but by Friday just wants to
cuddle and eat pizza.
Someone who has moved beyond ‘top’ and ‘bottom’ and understands that
if you are over thirty and not ‘versatile’ then you must be suffering from
arrested development.
A MAN who can put me in my place which is right beside him, not below,
under, or in the margins of his story.
A MAN who understands sex is complicated and rarely a piece of cake,
occasionally dirty, mostly because many bodily fluids are involved.
A MAN who is a mix between ceramicist and chef		
control his hands.

who can

I want a not horrible, horrible man, no wait, I don’t want a man.
FUCK MEN!
I want a guy.
I want Guy Sato.
Sweet surfing dreamboat, Guy Sato.
The best member of ‘Terrace House: Aloha State!’
Guy Sato is one hell of a nice guy and Guy has a nice butt especially in
his wetsuit.
Guy Sato once almost died while attempting the Banzai pipeline.
So affecting was this experience that he did not get on a surfboard for
quite a while, he watched the waves in fear like a Hokusai painting ready
to consume him.
I want a man who knows pain like that.
Guy Sato also likes to eat. Be it poke bowls, cantaloupe, pancakes, chicken
donburi or spaghetti Bolognese.
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Guy Sato, just so you know, I like a man who can eat.
I’d happily walk up and down Kalakaua Ave with you eating everything
in sight until we are sated.
Then we could sit on a bench, close our eyes, enjoy the sleepy humidity
of Oʻahu.
I could even help you to manage your fears.
Teach you to break the waves so they don’t hurt you.
Show you how returning to pain can be healing.
After, I’d like to ride you, Guy, like the Queen rides Jay.
I’d love to grain on your wood, grainin’-grainin on your wood
versatile way.

but in a

I’d kiss you in between your shoulder blades
lick you where the golden fuzz of your bum cheeks flutters atop your
copper red skin
remind you how in this life so much of pleasure is tied to pain.
After, I’d like to wipe ourselves clean, order a Hawaiian pineapple pizza,
cuddle on the couch
but not watch ‘Terrace House: Aloha State!’
Instead, we’d stare out onto the Pacific and paint our dreams in the
night sky
talk through the midnight hours of all the things that scare us in life
then send them off into the ether like lantern balloons.
I want you, Guy Sato.
I want you to be my man.
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Content warning: language and comic violence

help! help! there is a small
boy suspended by rope high
above the city!
Arlo Schneider

characters
old-timey newsboy- nothing
giant rat- king o’ the city
mother- the small boy’s mother
busker- a bass player
hip young city-slicker- an indie darling
coffee drinker- a journalist, probably
billy joel- no he’s not
pile of sludge- a monster
small boy- suspended by rope high above the city
setting- a city.
notesthis play does not need much help in making it good. it is already very
good.
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(a city, any of them. high above it, there
is small boy suspended by a rope from
his ankle. an OLD TIMEY NEWSBOY runs
in waving a newspaper. he opens his
mouth to spread the word and a GIANT
RAT appears from a sewer and drags him
down under. good riddance. pesky-ass
newsboys. MOTHER enters.)
MOTHER
excuse me? excuse me? has anyone seen my son? any of you city-slickers
seen my son? we’ve come in for a weekend from the far-off suburbs and
i seem to have misplaced my son, my small son.
(a BUSKER, a bass player, begins playing
a funky bassline.)
BUSKER
no. sorry lady. i am consumed by my love and passion for funky basslines.
i am far too busy making jams of the musical kind to have seen your son,
your small son. i am blinded by my love of funk. o, it will consume me.
(a HIP YOUNG CITY-SLICKER tosses a
couple of bucks into the BUSKER’s case.
a ruckus in the sewers. the GIANT RAT is
winning.)
HIP YOUNG CITY-SLICKER
hey this guy’s pretty slick, don’t you think so?
MOTHER
yes, they are. but i still can’t find my son, my small son!
HIP YOUNG CITY-SLICKER
ha ha ha ha, is it not enough for you to hear the music of the city? to be
subsumed by the natural rhythms of the concrete jungle? listen to this
funky bassline!
MOTHER
i suppose you’re right, hip young city-slicker. but i am still so worried
about my small, small, small son. he is so small.
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(a COFFEE DRINKER at a patio table turns
around. they are drinking coffee.)
COFFEE DRINKER
say, about how small is this small, small, small son of yours?
MOTHER
pretty.
COFFEE DRINKER
does he have ankles?
MOTHER
i believe so, yes.
COFFEE DRINKER
hmmmmmm.
(the COFFEE DRINKER fills their coffee
cup with coffee. it is overflowing. their cup
runneth over.)
MOTHER
excuse me, i think your coffee cup runneth over.
COFFEE DRINKER
ay, so it does.
(COFFEE DR INK ER continues filling
their cup.)
MOTHER
my son?
COFFEE DRINKER
ah yes, the small one, that’s right.
MOTHER
yes, the small one. have you seen him? and his ankles, which are also small?
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COFFEE DRINKER
well...
(the small boy suspended by rope from his
ankles high above the city is illuminated.
the funky bassline turns to a heavenly
chorus. the light goes out, the bassline is
made funky once more.)
COFFEE DRINKER
no sorry.
MOTHER
o, damnéd city! you have stolen my small son! where could he be?
HIP YOUNG CITY-SLICKER
who cares! i love the city! i love to party!
(the HIP YOUNG CITY-SLICKER begins to
dance wildly, possessed by their love of
partying)
MOTHER
i wish someone had seen my small, small son. my little itty bitty baby
son. and his small ankles.
(the GIANT R AT and the OLD TIMEY
NEWSBOY continue their battle in the
sewer. the GIANT RAT is merciless.)
MOTHER
son! son! my son? small, small teeny tiny little miniscule son? where are
you? blink twice if you can hear me!
(MOTHER sits down on the curb. BILLY
JOEL enters.)
harumph! what good is a city full of people if i can’t find my lost son!
BILLY JOEL
great point.
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MOTHER
billy joel?
BILLY JOEL
no.
MOTHER
but…
BILLY JOEL
shh.
(BILLY JOEL exits. COFFEE DRINKER’s
coffee, which has spilled all over the
sidewalk comes together to form a PILE
OF SLUDGE.)
PILE OF SLUDGE
you think you’ve got problems? i’m a pile of sludge and i just gained sentience.
i don’t know how to cope.
MOTHER
i’m sorry.
PILE OF SLUDGE
i should hope so. you’re the reason i’m in this mess in the first place.
MOTHER
oh?
PILE OF SLUDGE
if you hadn’t distracted that idiot coffee drinker, he wouldn’t have spilled
the brown ooze on the ground and i wouldn’t have been born.
MOTHER
i’m sorry.
PILE OF SLUDGE
yes.

27

MOTHER
i’m so sorry.
PILE OF SLUDGE
yes.
(the PILE OF SLUDGE slithers over to
COFFEE DRINKER and attacks them. The
HIP YOUNG CITY-SLICKER, exhausted
from dancing, stumbles over to MOTHER
and falls in their lap.)
HIP YOUNG CITY-SLICKER
i am so tired from dancing, mother.
MOTHER
i am not your mother.
HIP YOUNG CITY-SLICKER
but you’re missing a son.
MOTHER
yes, i’m still his mother.
HIP YOUNG CITY-SLICKER
well you can be a mother to more than one person.
MOTHER
yes, but i’m not yours.
HIP YOUNG CITY-SLICKER
please, you have always been so cruel to me. acting like i don’t exist.
MOTHER
i(HYCS weeps.)
HIP YOUNG CITY-SLICKER
so cruel, mother. cruel and villainous.
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MOTHER
i’ve only known you five minutes.
HIP YOUNG CITY-SLICKER
and what a cruel, villainous mother you’ve been.
MOTHER
okay. i-i’m sorry.
(H YCS lays their head in MOTHER’s
lap. MOTHER keens. the city slows to a
standstill and the small boy suspended
by rope high above the city is once again
illuminated.)
SMALL BOY (SUSPENDED BY ROPE)
o, mother
grieving for the loss of me, her small, small, small boy.
but i am not gone, mother.
SMALL BOY (cont.)
i am simply suspended by rope
high above the city.
(below, MOTHER wails)
ah, mother.
(SM A LL BOY is once again cast into
darkness. down below, MOTHER and
H YCS are still weeping. the COFFEE
DRINKER and their PILE OF SLUDGE are
engaged in combat.)
PILE OF SLUDGE
you motherfucker! i never wanted to have a thought in my life!!!!! you
fucking ruined me!!!
COFFEE DRINKER
i’ve never ever met you before, you pile of sludge!! unhand me!
PILE OF SLUDGE
you made me what i am!!
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COFFEE DRINKER
i don’t even know what you are!!!
PILE OF SLUDGE
you don’t recognize me?! i am the brown ooze from your never-ending
cup of brown ooze! you spilled me on the ground and i combined with the
magic of the city to become a sentient pile of sludge!!!! bitch!
(COFFEE DR INK ER, still in PILE OF
SLUDGE’s grasp, looks into their cup of
coffee, which is now empty)
COFFEE DRINKER
you….
(COFFEE DRINKER leans in for a kiss, PILE
OF SLUDGE nods flirtatiously)
COFFEE DRINKER
wow…
(C O F F E E D R I N K E R s u c k s o n t h e
PILE OF SLUDGE, who laughs evilly.
COFFEE DRINKER is still sucking on PILE
OF SLUDGE’s delicious, oozy body)
COFFEE DRINKER
mmmmmmm yum!
(the BUSKER begins playing a frantic,
funky bassline. in the heat of passion,
COFFEE DRINKER sucks and sucks and
sucks and in their fervor does not notice
that they’ve begun to turn into a pile of
sludge as well. PILE OF SLUDGE continues
to laugh evilly. COFFEE DRINKER SLUDGE
runs off into the sewers. The GIANT RAT
squeaks triumphantly, menacingly. the
bones of the OLD TIMEY NEWSBOY are
thrown onto the street. BUSKER plays.
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MOTHER and HYCS wail. PILE OF SLUDGE
slithers off and there is still a small boy
suspended from his ankle by rope high
above the city. he drops from the sky and
lands with surprising lightness on the
sidewalk. MOTHER doesn’t see him. he
climbs into the sewer.)
END
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Content warning: alcohol

iron-pressed
Mikey Waller

09 . 19 . 2021
You call me right at 1:30 am; I can tell you’re drunk.
“Hey,” you sing through the phone.
“Hi, how are you? Are you drunk?”
“Yes! We’re looking for Madison right now.” I can hear a group of voices
in the background. You sound frantic, breathing heavily into the speaker.
“Oh, um, okay. Are you safe?”
“Of course,” you draw out. I can feel you rolling your eyes. I open my
mouth to ask you something, anything, but it gets lost in the sound of other
conversations as you get into a car and slam the door. A few seconds pass
in the quiet of my bedroom before you suddenly end the call. Your voice
pulses in my ears after I set my phone down and fold myself back into bed.
I don’t know how to ask about your new college, or the breakup, or the
fact that you never call me while sober anymore. I’m ashamed of the space
between us now, knowing there are many things I wish I could tell you,
but, for both our sakes, I never will.
02 . 13 . 2009
I found my old SD card about a year ago, from when I had that
pink Nikon camera. The files come up as “CHILDHOOD,” and many of
the photos and videos are of you. We couldn’t have been older than 8 or 9
because you were still wearing your knitted kitty hat and square glasses.
One of the videos is of you, me and Jeannine. We’re attempting to do a
cheer stunt in my room. The walls are still bright purple and my drawings
are taped to the walls. You hold onto our heads as we attempt to raise you
up by your feet. Posing with your arms up, you say “Okay, cradle! 1, 2…”
and you drop into our arms. With a deep groan, we catch you, but not
well enough. The three of us sink out of frame and our laughter bubbles
out from beyond the camera screen. My chest aches a bit; half in a good
way. I can’t put into words why I haven’t shown you.
03 . 12 . 2013
Most of the time when I asked you to braid my hair, it wasn’t just
because I couldn’t do it myself. Your fingers would slide through my scalp
and tightly, sometimes painfully, pull the pieces into place. You’d be sitting
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right behind me, close enough for me to hear you breathe. It was the easiest
way to be close. I think you may have used the same trick once. We were
on the bus back from Minneapolis during another irritating church youth
group trip, both of us determined for me to learn how to braid. The lesson
didn’t last long. I spent most of it running my fingers through your scalp,
gently and habitually, as if it was the plan all along.
10 . 09 . 2015
I regret putting my retainer in that October night when you and Grace
slept over. My braces had come off a year before, and I was committed to
keeping my teeth perfect, but one night without it doesn’t matter. I wish
I knew that then. When you reached up from the air mattress and pulled
yourself on to me, and as our hands and mouths seared across each other’s
bodies, ironing down the skin on our lips, necks, shoulders, and backs, I
wouldn’t have pulled away. It didn’t matter that Grace was sleeping next to
me, but it should’ve, more than the pieces of plastic and metal in my mouth.
10 . 31 . 2015
I remember the last time we kissed. It was on Halloween and I dressed
up as a cat for the third year in a row. After passing out handfuls of candy
to the neighborhood kids, we went up to my room before you had to leave.
I kissed you, with giddiness and urgency, right before you walked out. I
watched as you hopped down the stairs and got into your mom’s car. It was
then that you noticed my face paint on your cheek, the only short-lived
mark to prove that I had touched you. A few days later, you told me what
we were doing wasn’t like that, we were just best friends. I had to agree.
12 . 31 . 2017
In the years after, I still thought about it. Each subtle touch still
seared. Even when you started dating Aaron and babbled about how you
thought you were going to marry him, I waited. That’s why I hovered
over you at every party and sleepover. I hoped that it would pull me back
into your orbit, that despite all we were risking, it wouldn’t be too late.
07. 07. 2021
When I saw you for the first time in a year and a half, I took in all
of you. The warm brown hair still straightened down your back, compact
smile, and white Nikes. We spent two hours in a coffee shop talking about
how you wanted to break up with your fiancé. I’m sure you were waiting for
me to say, “about fucking time,” but I held it back, along with everything
else. I couldn’t ask why I came out and you didn’t. I couldn’t say how unfair
it feels to never get closure, to never be able to show you the marks you’ve
left on my body, knowing that all other touches re-iron the pleats left from
your hands. We say goodbye knowing we won’t see each other for another
six months or more.
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09 . 19 . 2021
I remember when you’d say, “You know, when we were younger,
I told my sister I was in love with you,” and “I’ll always be your first.”
Those words are just like that night—ironing down the feelings I wanted
to have for you until I can’t pull them off. And it aches that you will never
know that if you hadn’t backed out, I wouldn’t have either.
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Patterns of Anxiety
Chantelle Bateman
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I Recently Got Diagnosed With
Narcolepsy And It’s Not
Going Great
Cheyenne Mann

I see my eggs in the light of sunset
and I see God in the back of my eyelids
Sleep is a kind winner.
Gentle in the way it curves up the spine
And into the lungs, combs the hair, and
Whispers verses to the soft seashell of the ear,
It’s cochlear, precise, scientific as fractions and
Biblical as all hell, billion eyed angels all with
Lids closed shut, glued tight,
Buzzing circular like cicadas, like locusts,
Like plagues and the leftover crumbs of Raptures.
The sleep slips in and I scream, I spit,
I rhapsodize, prophetize, surmise a sermon of
Fuck you. Fuck you. Fuck you.
I clutch my worn, pink bunny doll and drift.
I am a sore loser.
I used to fall asleep in church, I thought
It was the devil but now I know why.
I’ve converted from christianity, the non-denominational sort with
Warehouse prayer chains, to something half as alive,
Something related to the cousin of purgatory.
Addiction is a sin, my father told me I was
Addicted to sleep, my mother told me I need to
Eat more fruit, but the only fruit in season right now is apples
And I’ve seen how that story ends.
There’s a deadly sin for this.
I know.
I am one seventh of all hell.
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a boy and his
rhetorical question
Fransivan MacKenzie

you take another stick of newport from the box and light it up. your
fingers are firm and i get flashes of them, kaleidoscope of monsters that
make me gag. what is so wrong with you that you can’t trust guys? you ask.
at five, i was just laughing with a cousin and later he shoved me into his
closet so he could play with me. he left for college a year later and left me
a ghost who wanted to be left alone with her dolls. i talk to him every new
year’s eve, feigning amnesia. i’m claustrophobic at twenty-one. i can’t
sleep with the lights off. most nights, i can’t sleep at all.
when i was nine, a boy’s hand crept up on my shorts and told me he
loved me while doing the unthinkable. a decade later, i still wake up from
nightmares full of him and his palms and his apple-red lips that could
have seduced eve. i blame the glowering blue walls in my room that did
nothing as i writhed beneath him. i write elegies for the girl who died as
i hovered around my body, wide-eyed. my therapist calls that dissociation.
i call it getting away with the worst of crimes.
in eighth grade, my auntie’s husband filmed me as i was showering.
his hands can manipulate the sleepy blinks of phone cameras, glitching
motorcycle gears, and teenagers’ fearful minds. when we celebrated
grandpa’s birthday a couple of nights ago, i saw his camera snap at me
and remembered what it was like to be a prey clenched in a lion’s jaws.
every room i walk into, i search for a hidden eye somewhere. i think
of him with the towel wrapped below his waist, a blackmail material
clenched in his palm, and i still shudder.
on my first day of college, a friend took me out on a sunset date where he
pressed his lips on the crescent of my neck even after i said no. he took my
hand while i begged him to let me go. i still freeze when i recall the rainy
train ride home that seventeenth of june. i reckon his laughter shattering
the muted air. i remember how i smiled at the station to convince him i
wasn’t going to say anything. how i would do everything to see my parents
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in one piece. i remember how i went to school next day with a slight fever.
i can tell you that i went on my life pretending i didn’t leave the house with
one body and returned with another.
a year ago, in a motel room, i had all my words locked behind the door
of 818 in the hands of a stranger named lupin. i do not want them back.
then there’s you, drumming your fingers on the steering wheel. you take
a hit and then you’re all fogged-up. there is a bouquet of daisies wilting
in the backseat, like purple worms at the edge of fishing rods. there is a
corpse here in the shotgun. we’re both just dead kids driving to another
goddamn funeral.
come on, you sigh a sky of grey. you can trust me, you say. you can’t play too
hard to get.
i wonder if you’ll still call me baby tomorrow. i wonder if you’ll remember my
name. do you even know it? all this time, you’ve just been calling me yours.
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Binge/Purge

Amritha Selvarajaguru
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KINTSUGI KID

Emmylane Linh Palmersheim
the Japanese art of repairing broken pottery
lacquered gold between the breaks
bind them back together
breakage and repair are the hinges of history—
not horrendous, not horrible, not hidden
just history.
you were here and this happened and you lived and survived and came out on the
other side more beautiful through it all, you fucking phenomenon.
when post-pregnancy bellies and breasts have stretch marks, the world
says these things.
pops out platitudes and praise and offers creams and serums to fix that shit.
my stretch marks are not given the same celebration.
horrendous, horrible, and best kept hidden—
my stretch marks careen their way around my curves,
thin skin threatening to break and spill out that deep dark disgusting self
I reserve for my therapist.
my tummy gets no toasts, no tributes paid.
it’s not okay to be ugly if the only thing you grew inside your body was yourself.
(but the world doesn’t know what I know.
these stretch marks—
rings in the bark of benevolent trees—
have seen me time after time
trauma after trauma
every person that tried to wreck this body failed.)

i find beauty in my breaking—
in putting my body back together—
i trace the stretch marks down my breasts, belly, thighs, ass
and say / shout / sing to myself
you were here and this happened and you lived and survived and came out on
the other side more beautiful through it all.
you Kintsugi kid.
you fucking phenomenon.
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Content warning: mentions of religion, extreme violence, and gore

The Binding Of Citrus
Cheyenne Mann

CHARACTERS
Citrus ………………………. A young woman in love. Taking the role of Isaac.
Southern accent.
Cyrus …………………… A young woman in love. Taking the role of Abraham.
Southern accent.
Angel ………………………. An angel of the LORD. A many eyed, many
horned, many winged thing. A poet.
Pastor ………………………. A southern baptist pastor. Male. Southern accent.
Churchgoer ..……………….. A churchgoer. Rigid and silent.
SETTINGS
A southern baptist church.
A peach farm.
Alabama.
TIME
Sunset.
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ACT I
In the dark.
PASTOR
On the days I’m questionin’ my faith I like to remember the story of
Genesis chapter twenty-two, when God tested Abraham. When God
blessed Abraham. He said to him, “Abraham!—” And Abraham replied—
CITRUS
—Here I am!—
PASTOR
And God said to him: Abraham, take your Isaac, your only son, whom you
love more than anything in this world, and go to where I tell you, bind his
hands, spill his blood, and sacrifice him as a burnt offerin’.
LIGHTS UP.
Three tableaus adorn the stage. On stage
right a church is set up. PASTOR stands
in front of CHURCHGOER so that the
audience only sees CHURCHGOER’s back. In
the center of the stage to the back, ANGEL
stands, elevated higher than the other
scenes. On stage left CITRUS and CYRUS sit
on the ground, finishing up a picnic at a
peach farm (Moriah Peach Farms). CITRUS
holds a tart.
CITRUS
My mouth tastes like smoke.
CYRUS
Eat your tart then.
CITRUS
No, like, the good kind. Like bonfire. Like firework haze, ya know?
CYRUS hums in agreement.
I like when it does that. When the smog clings so low to the ground you
can’t even see a foot in front of you.
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PASTOR
Abraham blindly followed God. He listened to the thousand eyed angels
and the fear in his stomach. I see his story and I say to myself, this is
how I know the LORD loves us.
CITRUS
The tart is really good. You’re getting better at bakin’.
CYRUS
Better than your birthday cake last month?
CITRUS
This time you remembered to add sugar.
CYRUS scoffs and leans over to kiss CITRUS.
Soft. Lingering.
ANGEL
“Citrus And Cyrus.” A poem by me:
And you are used to standing on the surface of stars.
Used to the skin of your soles being long past charred,
Cracked, burnt, ash sticky between the toes.
You are used to flames lapping at your body.
You see her.
This girl with cherry red lipstick that smears off kilter around her mouth,
like bits of sunset leaking through her pores.
Like she cannot be contained by the body God has given her.
You like to kiss her there.
On the edges of her lips,
like you could suck the radiation right out of them.
CYRUS
You taste like it.
CITRUS
Sugar?
CYRUS
No. Smoke. The low hangin’ kind.
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PASTOR
We’ve all had days when we felt like the LORD was testin’ us. When the
sacrifices feel insurmountable. But that’s what makes it so joyous when
we persist. When we finally enter those gates of heaven and can turn to
God and say, I have done all you asked and I have done it willingly and
with love.
ANGEL
“The Birth Of An Angel.” A poem by me:
Eve was fully formed from the rib of Adam
and Adam was fully formed from a womb of mud.
I was formed in the uterus of heaven and birthed
from a stomach marred with a c shaped scar and the remnants of a belly
button piercing.
CITRUS
What type of tart is this?
CYRUS
Peach.
CITRUS laughs.
What’s wrong with peach! They’re in season.
CITRUS
I don’t think they had peaches at the final supper.
CYRUS
More of an orange kinda ordeal?
CITRUS
Lemons, actually.
CYRUS
Like you.
CITRUS
I’m a lemon?
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CYRUS
Citrus. You’re Citrus. So sour it scorches the throat.
CITRUS
I’m sure the smoke could do that just fine.
ANGEL
“Follow The Lord With All Your Heart.” A poem by me:
And on the days when God asks me to,
half my skull sinks lower than the other.
The skin and the fat and the muscle melting
from where they curl to protect the hardened bone.
Sloping down with the will of gravity,
of physics,
and on the ninth day God invented mathematics.
PASTOR
Ladies and gentlemen, think to yourself, is God askin’ you to do something?
Is God callin’ for you to prove yourself to him? Have you earned his love?
CITRUS
I wish I could floss out all those I love yous that keep gettin’ caught
between my teeth. Maybe then I’d’ve told you it enough.
CYRUS
That’s the problem with enough, we only ever think about it at the end
of things.
CITRUS
I was too busy thinkin’ of other things I suppose.
CYRUS
Like lemons?
CITRUS
Like you. I’ll spend the rest of my life thinkin’ about you.
CYRUS
Is that such an awful thing?
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CITRUS
‘Suppose not.
PASTOR
I wish gettin’ into heaven was as easy as showin’ up to church every
Sunday, but as much as the LORD loves us, He wants us to prove to Him
we deserve to be in that paradise He created for us.
CITRUS
You got any more of those tarts? I finished mine.
CYRUS
Wasn’t enough for you?
CITRUS grins. CYRUS ruffles through the
picnic basket and pulls out another tart.
There’s one left.
CITRUS
How many did you pack?
CYRUS
Two.
CITRUS
Oh.
CYRUS
Here. Take it. It’s yours.
CITRUS takes the tart.
CITRUS
Thanks.
ANGEL
“Follow The Lord With All Your Heart: Part 2.” A poem by me:
And on the days when God says to me:
Kill because that’s what I ask of you,
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I smile in the shade of sunset He likes the most and I do as my LORD
commands. I am not a heretic.
I am not a sinner.
I am not one of the sevens of Hell.
I sink my blade into the flesh that is asked of me.
I am nothing but the force behind the knife that carves into sacrificial lambs.
PASTOR
Abaraham did what he was told to do, and I’ll bet you anything that he’s
up there now, sittin’ with God and those angel choirs, reapin’ the rewards
of the life of a pure and holy man.
CYRUS
It’s almost time.
CITRUS
Yeah.
CYRUS
What are you thinking about?
CITRUS
It’s not what I imagined it would be like. Not all hellfire and kickin’ and
screamin’. No curdled milk or salt pavin’ the paths we walk. No angels
flyin’ off the telephone wires. No angels at all. Not the kind with eyes for
skin and seizure wings. Not the kind with four faces. Not the kind with
harps. You look different.
CYRUS
I’m wearin’ new lipstick.
CITRUS
It looks good on you. I like the red of it. I like the you of it. I like it on
you. I like you.
CYRUS
I love you.
CITRUS
I like the gnashin’ teeth of you. The cavities of you. The unkempt hair of
you. The eyes of you. They’re blue. Like the curve of hills.
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CYRUS
You’re a menace, I love you.
CITRUS
You’re somethin’ stronger than tessellation. Heartburn but larger. The
angels didn’t mention this did they? That the end of the world comes
gentle. The sky is gum pink and you are teeth.
ANGEL
“The Binding Of Citrus.” A poem by me:
And on the days God asks you to kill,
Which He will,
you do,
because He tells you to.
A s A NGEL recites her poem, C Y RUS
should follow alongside the directions,
binding CITRUS’s hands with rope and
then tying her to the tower ANGEL stands
on. Perhaps it is intimate. Perhaps it is
erotic. Perhaps it is mournful. Perhaps it
is sweet. Perhaps it is enough. Perhaps.
Because He tells you to
You take your love’s hands
And you tie her up in knots you searched for on an online BDSM forum,
Because you wanted it to be romantic
And sapphic
And shades of ropeburn pink.
You kiss her forehead,
On top of all her thoughts,
And try not to think of the way she will look
When the life drains from the body
And pools into soil so dry the grass wouldn’t ever grow on top of it again.
PASTOR
But what’s really incredible about Abraham’s story is the endin’. Abraham,
bein’ the dutiful servant of God he was, had Isaac bound on a wooden
pyre, knife poised to kill, when an Angel of the LORD appeared.
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CITRUS
The sky.
CYRUS
What of it?
CITRUS
It’s like… a paint knife smear of roadkill.
CYRUS
Pink?
CITRUS
Maybe. But the kind that’s more red than white. It’s beautiful.
CYRUS
You’re beautiful.
PASTOR
The Angel said unto Abraham, do not lay a hand on Isaac. You have proven
your love to God, and so you both may live.
CITRUS
How do I look?
CYRUS
Like you belong in a weddin’ dress.
CITRUS
I was expectin’ a kinkier answer.
ANGEL
“God’s Will.” A poem by me.

And no part of her body will ever grow again.
Not her hair,
Not her fingernails,
Not her skin cells,
Not the lining of her uterus,
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Not the gingivitis in her gums.
You said she tastes like smoke, but I bet she tastes like sugar when she’s dead.
CITRUS
It’s gonna hurt I suppose.
CYRUS
Don’t.
CITRUS
I should be sayin’ that to you.
CYRUS
Citrus...
CITRUS
There are parts of me that die every seven days. I’m more dead skin cells
than alive. This is just like that.
CITRUS and C Y RUS kiss. Lingering.
Passionate. As if the world is about to end.
ANGEL
“And On The Seventh Day God Rested.” A poem by me:
And on the seventh day, God rested.
PASTOR
And God will bless you and your family for generations to come. You will
be given wealth, fertility, the stars in the sky. You have feared God and
He has loved you for it in return.
CITRUS
I don’t taste smoke anymore.
CYRUS
‘M sorry.
CITRUS
I taste peach.
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PASTOR
God is always lookin’ out for us. God is always promisin’ us that He will
protect us. Just look at the story of Noah. God saved his family and told
him, painted it across the sky in multicolor, that He would never flood
the earth again.
ANGEL
“Thought Process Of The Dying.” A poem by me:
CYRUS
I love you.
CITRUS
It’s sweet. Ripe. You were right about that. You can taste it… the readiness
of it. The flesh of it at its tenderest moment.
ANGEL
Your mom and dad are lying asleep in their bedroom,
And the dog with red and white fur curls up soundly at their feet.
You gave him a bone yesterday and he’s halfway through tearing it to
shreds. The air is warm and you think there’s never been a better time
for this than right now.
PASTOR
And God said to Abraham, give me Isaac, the one you love most in the
world, and slit him as you would a lamb for I will stop you before you do.
CITRUS
Thank you for the picnic, Cyrus. Thank you for the thoughts.
PASTOR
And God says to us I have sent down my son, the one I love most to die,
so that you may live.
CITRUS
I’m thinkin’ of you now, Cyrus. Can you feel it? My brain’s all alight.
You’re there in it. In the pulsin’ of it.
CYRUS
I love you.
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CITRUS
You’re a wild movin’ thing. I can’t ever keep my eyes off of you.
CYRUS
I love you.
CITRUS
I am blinded by the whole of you.
CYRUS
I’m—
CITRUS
—Look at my eyes, please.
CYRUS
They’re so grey.
CITRUS
Can you see the sunset in them?
CYRUS
I love you. I love you. From ankle to scalp—
ANGEL
“From Ankle To Scalp.” A poem by me:
PASTOR
—And God says to us—
CYRUS, PASTOR, ANGEL
—This is how much I love you.
CYRUS plunges the knife into CITRUS. She
slits her body in half from the top of her
head to the bottom of her torso. While this
happens CITRUS should be screaming in
pain. CYRUS sobs. ANGEL looks at the scene
beside her.
A beat. CYRUS breathes heavily. CITRUS
does not move. She does not make a sound.
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CHURCHGOER moves for the first time.
Taking their time, they stand up. They
clap, ever so slowly.
LIGHTS DOWN.
END.

53

Untitled (03/12 2020)
Amy Yoshitsu
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The Egg was Blue
Nora Nadjarian

When my father said it was raining in the living room and he needed an
umbrella, we knew. It was raining and he needed an umbrella but he was
holding an egg. The egg he was holding was blue, he said, and he was
hungry, could he eat it. He was hungry and the egg was tiny and blue.
But then God chirped, he said. My father held the egg and there was God
inside, he couldn’t see but could feel the life in there. He held it close to
his heart and it was raining blue inside him, he said. My father’s body
was an egg-shell, his face cracking slowly, without a word. We knew.
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Parking Lot Puddles
Julia Dillman

The only thing worse than fighting cancer was doing it alone. And
Jean Carrington was alone. Alone at Saint Francis Hospital in the Davidson
Cancer Center.
Sundays were good days. Sarah was the nurse on duty, and she always
brought Jean an extra slice of French toast with her eggs.
“Good morning,” Sarah said with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes
as she made her way into Jean’s hospital room. She set the tray on the
bedside table before fluttering around Jean’s hospital bed, checking vitals
and whatever else nurses looked for.
“And how are we feeling today, Miss Jean?” Every nurse asked this
question, but it was typically phrased a little more textbook: “How are
you feeling today, Mrs. Carrington?” Jean appreciated the personal touch;
the inclusive ‘we’ instead of the isolating ‘you,’ the ‘Miss Jean’ instead of
the ‘Mrs. Carrington’ the other nurses insisted on using despite knowing
her husband had been dead for three years.
“Better now that breakfast is here,” Jean replied, feeling warm as she
listened to Sarah’s tinkling laugh.
“Any visitors today?” Now this was a question only asked by Sarah.
All the other nurses stopped shortly after Jean was admitted. A month
of no worried children or loving grandchildren ever appearing at Jean’s
bedside was evidence enough of their lack of existence, or worse, lack
of care. Jean knew, same as the nurses presumed, that there would be
no visitors today, or any day. But despite this shared knowledge, Jean
appreciated Sarah’s efforts in keeping up the act. There was a comfort
in pretending. Pretending she had someone to lean on, someone to bring
grocery store flowers and a card with a scribbled note in familiar handwriting that she could prop open on her windowsill.
“I don’t think so, but you never know! Maybe someone will surprise
me.” It was the same answer she always gave to Sarah’s question, and
Sarah looked down at her with the same expression she always wore: a
weak smile struggling to hide the pity.
Sometimes Jean felt guilty. Sarah was such a kind and empathetic person, almost to a fault. Jean worried that Sarah felt the fear and loneliness
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more strongly than Jean did herself. She didn’t want to burden the poor girl.
Sarah had a dog, a fiancé, and a wedding planned for June. Why should she
have to come to work and feel dragged down by Jean’s sorrows?
“Well, it looks like everything’s in order here! You enjoy your breakfast
Miss Jean!” And just like that, Jean was alone again. Not that she was ever
really alone. Not with the mess of wires coming from various machines
and clinging to her like tentacles, busy monitoring the one thing that
never seemed to leave her: cancer. Technically it did leave, twice, but not
for long enough. And now it was spreading, conquering other parts of her
body, consuming what was left of her spirit. It was a pesky, uninvited
guest, but now that she was on her own, Jean had grown too tired to kick
it out. This time, she thought, maybe she’d be the one to leave.
Sarah continued her rounds, checking heart rates oxygen levels and
distributing breakfast trays. Sunday’s breakfast was the same as Saturday’s,
but doubled up on French toast that was about to expire. The syrup was about
to go bad as well, so Sarah gave out extra cups. She entered room 329 at the
end of the hall: Rodney Benson.
“Good morning! How are we feeling today, Mister Rodney? Any visitors?”
Rodney Benson faced straight ahead, but he tracked Sarah with his
eyes as she moved around his bed. Rodney Benson did not like Sarah. In
fact, Jean was the only one who did. The other patients found her pityfilled look condescending, her chirpy voice fake and shallow. Some went
as far as to say she enjoyed being around their pain. Why else would
someone work in a hospital? She must get off on the suffering of others.
It must make her feel better about her own health. Rodney agreed. Sarah
moved through the cancer wing like an athlete jogging through a graveyard—flaunting life.
“Alright, everything looks good in here,” Sarah said. “Enjoy your
breakfast, Mister Rodney!”
Rodney waited until Sarah left to start eating, mushing scrambled eggs
in his mouth at an unexpected speed. He did, in fact, have visitors coming
that day. Sarah knew this. They came every Sunday. Rodney didn’t see the
point of going through the motions with her. He didn’t like engaging in
a lame back and forth with someone forty years younger than him who
spoke as if their ages were reversed. In seven minutes, Rodney’s tray was
empty, and he let out a sigh, which was followed by a medium-sized burp.
In seven more minutes, there would be three more people in his room.
One would pull the chair up to his bed, holding her father’s hand for the
entire visit. One would bring in balloons, moving them to a different corner
of the room every ten minutes, trying his best to gauge his father-in-law’s
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reaction to each new spot. The third would sit at the end of Rodney’s bed,
swinging her tiny rainboot-clad feet and smiling at her sick grandpa.
Rodney burped again from eating too fast. He waited.
Down the hall, Jean looked out the window, out at her view of the
hospital parking lot. It had rained overnight, and a slight mist still came
down on the rows of cars. She spotted three people walking towards the
visitor’s entrance. A woman wore a teal windbreaker with the hood pulled
up, looking down to keep the rain out of her eyes. Her gait was stiff, yet
quick. This walk was typical of hospital visitors—an underlying sorrow
struggling to be masked by determination. A man walked beside her,
holding three balloons. He tugged on the strings every so often, making
the balloons bounce, tiny droplets of rain shooting off each time. It was
the common nervous tick of someone visiting a spouse’s family member.
As designated gift-holder, they were always tugging on balloon strings
or fidgeting with flower bouquets. A little girl ran ahead of the couple,
stopping to jump into every puddle with her bright pink rainboots. There
were two types of kids that visited hospitals: those that were scared and
those that were not. This girl was clearly the latter, somehow managing
to turn parking lot puddles into a playground.
Jean watched the family. She studied their individual walks, their
collective movement. Three years in and out of different hospitals
improved her analyzing skills. She’d requested a room facing the parking lot this time around, and she watched people walk in and out each
day. Sometimes she wrote their stories in her head. A young man last
week came to see his girlfriend of seven months who’d gotten into a
car wreck and broken her arm. Two weeks ago, two women in their
thirties—sisters—visited their aging mother who had a rather nasty case
of pneumonia; the one with the briefcase was bringing her mother’s will.
Yesterday, an old man—Jean called him old, even though he looked about
her age—with a cane limped his way through the parking lot to visit his
wife in the cancer wing.
The little girl in the parking lot jumped into yet another puddle, but
this time she lost her footing and fell forward, hands and knees splashing
onto the wet blacktop. The couple rushed forward, the woman with her
arms now outstretched, reaching out to pick up the little girl. But just
as quickly as she fell, the little girl was back up on her feet, running in
her pink rubber rainboots towards the next puddle. The woman raised
her arms up over her head, clearly exasperated. Her windbreaker hood
fell back to reveal a shock of red hair. Jean had guessed the woman was
blonde. The man put a hand on the woman’s shoulder, his other hand still
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tugging at the bouncing balloons. The three continued to approach the
hospital and eventually passed out of Jean’s sight.
With the parking lot returning from a stage of action to a landscape
of empty cars and puddles, Jean refocused her vision from looking out
her window to looking at it. Beads of rain clung to the glass, occasionally
sliding down if they gained enough mass. On Jean’s windowsill sat a
small succulent that only needed to be watered once a month. Jean was
occasionally amused by the fact that the little plant required less care
than her. Other days she considered tossing the plant in the trash.
Jean turned back to her breakfast tray of French toast and scrambled
eggs. The eggs looked a little gray, but Jean ate them with gratitude
nonetheless. Then she reached for the double portion of French toast.
Sarah included an extra cup of maple syrup as well this time. Jean
smiled. Sundays were good days.
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Burgeoning eucalypt

Oormila Vijayakrishnan Prahlad
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I BELIEVE IN
TMB

All the sad young men who yearn to
run themselves under ground secretly
fingers bitten to bone
eyes searching for a nest engulfed
in flames—a viking funeral
Or perhaps, I believe in
symphonies, love,
mothers raising kind sons
sunflowers my mama
raised me with a shotgun in my throat
bullet holes in my sternum
Called me brave but gave me
no cross

61

Content warning: violence and rape of Black women

A Letter To The Angry Black
Woman
Sonia Grace

Dear Angry Black Woman,
Look in the mirror today and give yourself permission to let the
world see your anger. Do not convince yourself that you’re a strong
black woman who’s been conditioned that suffering in silence is a fair
price to pay for survival, success, and even love. See the woman looking
back at you, the one with tight coils of hair that spiral your scalp like a
permanent crown but sometimes protect it under an expensive wig. The
woman with smooth midnight skin but has heard ‘you’re cute for a black
girl’ too many times. The woman with round brown eyes who sometimes
wishes the reflection in the mirror was as fair as the heroine in every
fairy tale. Release that woman from the shadows. Let her show her anger
at the TV, at her job, at white people, at black people, at the world, at her
family, at herself, at God.
Dear Angry Black Woman, I know you don’t want to be labeled as just
another ABW but it will happen whether or not you show your anger. I
wish someone prepared you at birth for the hate, unparalleled disrespect,
shame, disregard for your life, and lack of protection that will plague you
throughout your entire life. I wish I could tell you that someone will be
there to support you, carry your burden and catch you when you fall. I’m
sorry I cannot do this for you. I know that you know you’re alone. You’ve
been left behind, pushed aside, kicked down and stepped on by someone
getting ahead on the strength of your back, and the moment you utter
a word, the label ABW is plastered upon your forehead. When an entire
company likes your labor and “coolness,” only to claim the credit and
profit from your creativity while you live in an apartment with a window
made out of a cardboard, you will stifle your anger because you need that
job. I walked in your shoes when I developed a time saving strategy that
better tracked employee earnings, only for my white male coworker to
claim the credit and receive a raise and a promotion. My blood boiled in
anger but I smiled because that job paid for my writing classes and workshops, recording studio time, living expenses, transportation, resumes,
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and most importantly, I could work on my writing during down time. I
needed that job while I worked on my novel and my music, waiting for
the day a publisher and a record label would deem my work worthy of
selling to the masses. Little did I know, it would take a black man dying
on a live video for the world to have the urgent need for black creators.
And after all that smiling, my stubby, oily haired co-worker still had the
audacity to ask me why I seemed so angry all the time, with the stench
of alcohol on his breath.
Dear Angry Black Woman, your anger is as heavy as a heart soaked
with guilt. You think expressing your anger betrays your fellow black
people, but I know what burdens you carry. You’ve raised everyone’s
children, breastfeeding yours with one side and theirs with the other. Your
sleep is troubled. Voices of Recy Taylor, Atatiana Jefferson, Kira Johnson,
Breonna Taylor and Rekia Boyd echo in your slumber. Your day is filled with
harrowing thoughts, remembering no one condemned Daniel Holtzclaw as
loud as they did Harvey Weinstein. You long for normal things to be angry
about, like locking the keys in your car or your neighbor’s kids playing
with the flowers blooming on your lawn. You desire a time to come when
your anger will be viewed as a human emotion instead of the defining
character of a black woman.
Dear Angry Black Woman, do not hide your anger any more. No matter
how hard you swallow, there is always something that will regurgitate
it back to you faster than gas station sushi. A newspaper reminding you
the children in Flint are still drinking water that will make them sick for
generations to come. Your Instagram feed saturated with white women in
cornrows and braids crowned as influencers while your hair is labeled
‘unprofessional’ at every job review. The street where you’re marching
for George Floyd but no one will #SayHerName. Your anger burns like
hot coal every time you vote blue despite a political party that makes you
promises but delivers nothing. You’ve done it for so many years they tell
you it’s part of your identity. And now you’re being pressured to hide that
anger and carry the cross of removing the abominable leader you tried to
prevent four years ago, even though you know that whichever old white
man takes over will do absolutely nothing to solve the things that pull
your anger to the surface.
Dear Angry Black Woman, do not fear your anger. No matter how
much it consumes you, it will never be enough to send you on a mass
shooting spree at a church or school. Or drive you to ram a vehicle through
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a business center in Toronto. Yet, they have the privilege of fearing your
anger. The irony of it would be funny if it didn’t leave you in the morgue
every time they feared your anger. And you could still find the humor, if
just to laugh to keep from crying. Instead, you wonder, if your anger is to
be feared, why do you seek equality and not revenge?
Dear Angry Black Woman, do not apologize for your anger. Let them
call you angry because every time they see your anger, it’s a mirror of all
their sins. You’re not here to redeem anyone with comfort and absolution.
It is not your responsibility to change why you are angry or that you’re
angry. Let yourself be angry, mad as hell, full of rage, so much anger it
makes you scream from the mountaintop. Let them see, feel, and hear
your anger loud enough to accept that they created it and the only way to
make it go away is to atone for their cardinal sin.

Sincerely,
Your fellow Angry Black Woman
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I AM DEAD BUT AT LEAST
I DIED FOR ART
Audrey Christine Williams

48” x 48” woodcut print on linen
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solitude

Sasan Meftahi
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Where the Water Rises:
A One-Act Play
Alec Glisson

Stage is divided into three sections. Stage right contains a
cubicle, open towards the audience. A man in his 20s sits at a
desk typing.
Center stage consists of a single porcelain white bathtub
positioned horizontally across the stage. A man in his 40s lays
in the tub, the water up to his neck, his head barely emerging.
Stage left contains a single bench, where a man in his 60s sits
with a worn leather briefcase at his side. Behind the bench is
a barren tree, extremely frail.
All three actors must resemble each other in appearance, but
the specificities of this resemblance does not matter. The man
in his 20s is DANTE1, the man in his 40s is DANTE2, and the
man in his 60s is DANTE3. Thus, these actors are the same
man, but at different points in his life. DANTE1 speaks rapidly,
occasionally fumbling over his words. DANTE2’s words are
relaxed, but calculated. DANTE3 occasionally loses his train
of thought and seems distracted.
None of the actors should look at the audience for more than
10 seconds. Their gazes can pass over the crowd, but it cannot
linger, except when specifically indicated. The actors frequently
glance at the same spot on the stage right wing, just outside
of the audience’s view. However, what they see makes them
uncomfortable, and thus avert their gaze.
The stage gradually lights up. All three actors speak at once,
unintelligible. A clap from stage right wing forces sudden
silence. The actors don’t freeze, but the right wing claps
control their speech. One clap, DANTE1 speaks. Two claps,
DANTE2 speaks. Three claps, DANTE3 speaks. When silenced,
the other DANTE’s can still move their bodies or look around
in ways that feel appropriate. However, they don’t react to
what the other DANTE says, unless indicated. DANTE1 speaks
first, initially hesitant, but the words eventually flow.
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DANTE1:
It’s funny how much we lie to ourselves. We fuel these lies. But I still
believed them. I don’t know why I wouldn’t believe them.
[Two claps from right wing.]
DANTE2:
You may think I’m crazy, but I love cold baths and showers. I forgot to
close the blinds in my bedroom last night, so the sun awakened me for
the first time in a long time.
[Three claps.]
DANTE3:
On. And then not. I think. [Looks around at the scenery. Pauses. Looks down
at briefcase. Reaches for it, but stops.] I had a nice bottle of merlot yesterday.
[One clap.]
DANTE1:
We all believe them, no matter how much you say otherwise. But I never
imagined myself to be here. I suppose here is a subjective term, because
I don’t even know what here is supposed to mean.
[Three claps.]
DANTE3:
[Confused.] Or two? I found it. In the old cabinet. In the old house. In the
old city? I wonder when the trees will bloom. When will it end, if there
is an end.
[Two claps.]
DANTE2:
It reminded me of lemons. I knew I wouldn’t forget to shut them again.
Don’t even know why they were open. [Pause.] In the first place.
[One clap.]
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DANTE1:
But for me, here in this cubicle, its walls like a cage—or something like that.
Suffocating, surely. But I don’t mind a tight fit. [Sudden, uncontrollable laugh.]
[Three claps.]
DANTE3:
There’s something special about spring. It always was my favorite season.
It still is. But now it haunts me, like everything else. I believe that…
[One clap.]
DANTE1:
I’ll never make it to drinking black coffee. They told me that’s the sure
sign of adulthood: a pure cup of coffee. I do love coffee, I do, but no matter
what I always need that tiny splash of cream or packet of sugar.
[Two claps.]
DANTE2:
Now don’t go thinking I’m depressed because I don’t open the blinds in
my room. I’m never in there, anyway, except when I sleep. I have my
office. I like to lounge by the pool, too, sometimes. Mostly when guests
are over.
[All three DANTE’s simultaneously face the
audience, staring intently for 5 seconds,
then resume normal gestures.]
[One clap.]
DANTE1:
There’s nothing inherently wrong with working here, but there’s nothing
that’s right, either. Does that make sense? Or does it matter? Listen, I—
[Two claps.]
DANTE2:
Then there’s the patio, and the indoor movie theatre. [Deep breaths, in and out.]
We all need to take time to ourselves. To relax. And unwind. Right? Hmm.
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[Three claps.]
DANTE3:
No, I don’t know what I believe anymore. [Coughs.] A bit of fresh air,
maybe? A bit of sun. Oh, how I blocked out the sun for so long, and now
I miss it. Constantly covered. But there’s—
[One clap.]
DANTE1:
Three days ago, I took a trip to the lake just 10—no, 12—miles west of here.
Katherine—yes, Katherine, don’t call her Katie or she’ll rip your soul in two
with a beady gaze—she said… What did she say? Oh, um… [Pause.] She said
that going to the lake in the middle of April is so fucking idiotic because
the water isn’t going to be warm. She somehow branched off talking to me
about how ice is less dense than water and that’s why ice floats at the top of
your cup and why icebergs exist. And then… wait… what was I gonna say?
[Two claps.]
DANTE2:
Sometimes it feels like I’m already unwound: a ball of yarn coming
undone, thread by thread. I watched a movie the other day and—I wish
I could remember what it’s called, so I could recommend it, but alas… I
cannot. But basically, it throws the “who-dunnit” cliché in your face for
like the first 30 minutes, and you just sit there like wow this is going to
be the dullest, most boring movie ever.
[Three claps.]
DANTE3:
Constantly hidden away, like a prized… [Pause.] A prized goddess. Something or other. Yeah. In the moonlight. In the heat.
[Two claps.]
DANTE2:
And then bam! [Claps hands together. A little bit of water splashes out of the tub.]
It completely flips the cliché on its head and subverts all your expectations
of where you thought the movie was gonna go. I’ve been thinking about
that movie a lot recently.
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[One clap.]
DANTE1:
She loves explaining common sense in scientific terms, as if everything’s
a secret that has to be cracked open. Anyway, I took a day off from work
to go to the lake, and she said I was wasting a day off. Wasting it…
[Two claps.]
DANTE2:
I’ll figure out what it’s called when I’m done with my… How long have I
been in here? [Outstretches arms. Moves fingers, as if typing something.] My
fingers haven’t started to prune, so it can’t be that long. I closed the blinds
in here, but only because I didn’t want the sunset attacking my eyes while
I tried to relax. Yes. To be at peace. [Sighs heavily.]
[Three claps.]
DANTE3:
There was a fire. A campfire. And I saw the way she looked at me, begging
to have kids. But I would not budge. No, I couldn’t. Seeing the flames
that night. Crackling. Turning to embers. Then ash. Then nothing. [Quick
pause.] And I felt a chill. A chill settled into me. Into her. And us. Thus…
[Laughs, but the laughter transitions into a cough.]
[Two claps.]
DANTE2:
But I think about that movie because I feel like that’s almost what life
can be like, in a way, you know? We think we’re going down this set path.
That everything’s laid out for us. That we can’t break out of the cliché,
but there’s always another possibility.
[One clap.]
DANTE1:
We get so few days off, so I suppose how I spent mine infuriated her. She
smells citrusy, like a lemon, and I asked her why and she said it’s because
of a new deodorant she’s using. I don’t think she was mad that I took the
day off, but that I didn’t invite her.
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[Three claps.]
DANTE3:
I wondered what my kid would’ve been like. Would they have looked like
me? Acted like me? Oh God, let’s hope not. I felt pressure. Building in me.
In my nose. My brain. Like a slight… [Pause.] Buzz, I guess.
[Two claps.]
DANTE2:
Another way out. My hands are constantly sweaty now. Even when I get
out of this cold bath, they’ll probably be sweaty. They tingle, sometimes,
and then they sweat. I have no idea why.
[One clap.]
DANTE1:
I wanted to be alone. Feel the spring sun embrace me for once. Anyway,
Katherine asked me if I wanted to grab cocktails after work. I said no.
She looked hurt.
[Three claps.]
DANTE3:
Yes, that’s a good word for it. I wonder when it all started. Was it gradual,
and I just missed it? A tip of the scales? Balancing. Something falling.
Falling out of place. Or did it all happen at once? A sudden surge of
darkness rising from the earth, suffocating its life, spreading and taking
root in…
[All three DANTE’s simultaneously face
audience, staring intently for 5 seconds,
then resume normal gestures.]
[One clap.]
DANTE1:
We slept together a few times, and the sheets always smelled like lavender
when she left, even after a couple of days. Lavender, not lemon citrus.

72

[Two claps.]
DANTE2:
Another way out. My hands are constantly sweaty now. Even when I get
out of this bath, they’ll probably be sweating. They tingle, sometimes,
and then they sweat, and I have no idea why. They shake, but that’s
only ‘cause my family has a history of shaky hands. I always feel hot, so
that’s why I love the cold. My brain feels like it’s burning: a flame ready
to claim me.
[Three claps.]
DANTE3:
In… everything? And nothing. But that’s not for me to decide. 9 days
left till… [Pause.] 9 circles. Foolish. In the light of the campfire, I saw
myself exiled, everything I loved taken from me. [Looks towards right
wing.] You there, stop looking at me. Stop acting like you’re not a part
of this. Stop—
[One clap.]
DANTE1:
I hate lemon smells, but that might just be me. I hate everything about
lemon: its color, taste, smell, and just everything else, I guess? My father
was obsessed with lemon desserts.
[Two claps.]
DANTE2:
I thought about Mother a lot yesterday, and the way she always liked to
call my phone and say, “Guess who?” even though caller-ID exists and of
course I know the sound of her voice. Of course.
[Three claps.]
DANTE3:
Stop pretending that everything’s okay! You—I know, there’s things I
could’ve done differently, too.
[One clap.]
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DANTE1:
He always got a big lemon-flavored birthday cake. When I refused to eat
it, Mother pulled me aside, saying, “Dante, at least have a few bites, for
your father.”
[Three claps.]
DANTE3:
Stop pretending that everything is okay! You—I know, there’s things I
could’ve done differently, too. I have regrets, like not taking that lemon
cake and shoving it down Mother’s throat, asking her to take a “few
bites” as she’s—
[Two claps.]
DANTE2:
But she never failed to have that little joke. A couple of days in a row I
didn’t answer her calls, so she just stopped calling. To think she expects
me to be available 24/7. To bend to her whim as I did as a child.
[One clap.]
DANTE1:
And that might be where all the lies began: in our living room with stale
air. Mother never let us open the windows because of her allergies. I
remember the few bites of lemon cake that I begrudgingly ate, the flavor
like needles scraping my throat on the way down.
[Three claps.]
DANTE3:
Incapable of swallowing more. I keep shoving more. And more. And more
until tears well in her eyes and for once the scent of lemon brings me
comfort. Was I happy then? I don’t know. Is there no greater sorrow than
thinking back upon a happy memory in misery?
[Two claps.]
DANTE2:
I went on a walk today. Yes, I did. Birds were chirping, and it felt strange,
somehow, to be surrounded by all that life. I passed a cherry blossom tree
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on the trail. Half of it was dead, while the other half burst with life, its
pink hues radiant in the sun.
[Three claps.]
DANTE3:
I slowly dropped those closest to me, one by one, like little flies being
zapped against my electric fence. A stupid metaphor, I know, but I
can only think so much. Talk so much. Believe in… what? No, I don’t
believe in that. [Reaches for briefcase, stops again. Looks around. Stares off
at stage right, as if challenging the figure that looms there, but eventually
averts his gaze.]
[Two claps.]
DANTE2:
It was so strange, as if a line was drawn in the sand: life and death.
Blooming and withering. I wondered if it was because of the tree’s
position, somehow, like that certain half wasn’t facing the right way to—
[One clap.]
DANTE1:
The lies did not stop: you’re going to be successful no matter what, you’re
going to do great things, you’re going to change the world, you’re… No!
For fuck’s sake. It’s only a matter of time before… I know. Yes, I see you.
[Breathless.] I see you.
[Three claps.]
DANTE3:
I think this is so… fe-li-ci-tous for you. Before I knew it, I had no one.
But that was fine. That is fine. There’s something eerily… simple? Simple
about just existing in the world by yourself, not alongside someone else.
[Two claps.]
DANTE2:
Get enough sun. My thoughts were full of other things when I wandered
off the path. Spiralling.
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[One clap.]
DANTE1:
Now I sit in this cubicle because a humanities degree was too “wasteful”
for my parents’ money, and some days I thought about taking the designer
bag Mother bought and—
[Two claps.]
DANTE2:
And now I can’t help thinking about the closed blinds in my bedroom,
feeling the sun on my face for the first time in years as I woke up for the
first time in years… Sorry. And then… [Pause.] Thinking about nothing
and everything, all at once.
[Three claps.]
DANTE3:
And then I think of everything I’ve skipped over. Everything that I
should’ve done, but didn’t. I wanted to write a book.
[Two claps.]
DANTE2:
I smiled. Yes, I smiled when I woke up, despite its lemon color, as if the sun
could reach into my soul and bestow a spark of joy. How foolish.
[All three DANTE’s simultaneously face
audience, staring intently for 5 seconds,
then resume normal gestures.]
[One clap.]
DANTE1:
Ripping it up with a kitchen knife, piece by piece, setting it on fire and
watching it burn. Burning. And then she’d know what “wasteful” really
meant. Wasting.
[Two claps.]
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DANTE2:
To tend to it, like kindling a flame. I have a headache now. Something
scratching, or buzzing, or tugging at—yes, it’s definitely more of a tugging—
tugging at my brain. Hands trying to pull it into an abyss. It’s all so hot.
[Three claps.]
DANTE3:
I needed to write a book where I journeyed through hell and purgatory and
made it to paradise. Everyone could read it and feel somewhat hopeful. Or
scared. Sitting in the airport or their doctor’s office. Reading my story and
laughing at its cynicism, because I would have been such a cynical writer;
it should’ve been out there in the world.
[Two claps.]
DANTE2:
Into darkness. But I’m not afraid of slight tugs or buzzes or scratches here
and there, as long as they don’t spread, I suppose.
[One clap.]
DANTE1:
Because “you need to work for everything, Dante” and I agree, of course, but
I worked for what they wanted me to be, not whom I wanted to be.
[Three claps.]
DANTE3:
In. A. Place. Beyond me? I don’t know what happened there. What happened
here. Of course, you probably know all the answers to these questions,
because that’s just… felicitous? Fe-li-ci-tous.
[One clap.]
DANTE1:
I guess I’m still “wasting,” things. Wasting my days off by going to the
lake that’ll be too cold to swim in.
[Three claps.]
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DANTE3:
I love that word right now. It’s sweet, like a piece of candy resting on my
tongue. Yeah. On. I think. Merlot is the best kind of wine, right?
[Two claps.]
DANTE2:
As I’m sitting in this tub, I can’t help but think of Katherine and her long,
dark hair that she liked to constantly tie up into a bun, as if trying to hide
its volume and beauty. We used to sit in a bath, just like this one—was it
this one?—our legs intertwined as we talked about the past, future, and
present.
[One clap.]
DANTE1:
I dipped my toes in and the cold water jolted my body, but I loved the
slight pain; the slight awareness it brought me. To me! [Pause. Breathless.]
So I continued further and further into the lake, letting the water rise
higher and higher up my body.
[Three claps.]
DANTE3:
At least for reds, but that could just be because of my love for dry things.
Feeling every drop slide down my throat, like that lemon cake back then.
But one day, at the beach with Katherine—
[Two claps.]
DANTE2:
She sprinkled lavender bath salts into the water. The cold water. And I’d
grab her from the tub, feeling her naked body pressed against mine, and
carry her to the bed, soaking the sheets. With us.
[Three claps.]
DANTE3:
Before they closed, obviously. We were resting on two lounge chairs. And
she pulled out a bottle of sauvignon blanc from her cooler, and I thought…
About. Having a taste. So I did.
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[One clap.]
DANTE1:
I savored the numbness it created. And I kept treading further and further
out, leaving my pathetic excuse for a picnic, with a dirty beach towel and
a half eaten peanut butter sandwich. I left all that behind.
[Two claps.]
DANTE2:
She’d yell at me, annoyed, talking on and on about washing the sheets.
About washing herself again. About washing her hair. Washing the
earth, the salts, and the moon and—no, that doesn’t make sense,
unfortunately.
[Three claps.]
DANTE3:
And it was too smooth. Too simple. So I hated it, but I kept asking for more,
its coolness soothing my throat. And when the full bottle was mad. No,
sorry. [Brief pause.] When the bottle was gone, Katherine was mad. It was
the only bottle she brought, and I drank it all.
[Two claps.]
DANTE2:
But she’d talk, and I’d listen, kissing her body. From her navel to her
breasts. Treasure her like a goddess, carefully leaving a mark. Not wanting
to taint her perfection.
[Three claps.]
DANTE3:
But I ran into the ocean, even though it was cold. Summer hadn’t fully
hit yet. And I kept swimming farther and farther out, letting the waves
carry me into their arms. I heard Katherine’s voice behind me: a bee
buzzing in my ear.
[One clap.]
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DANTE1:
And I kept going deeper and deeper, and I wondered what would happen
if I just stopped treading water. If I let the cold water pull me into its
clutches.
[Three claps.]
DANTE3:
A buzz. Yes. And I had never felt so free. At that moment. With the water
rising above my body and everything clicking into place.
[Two claps.]
DANTE2:
I turned on Tchaikovsky’s “Hymn of the Cherubim”, the sound reverberating throughout the crevices of this home, the sound system built into
it. The walls speak, and I listen. [Pauses. Shifts uncomfortably in the tub.]
[One clap.]
DANTE1:
Fall into a labyrinth that might appreciate me. It was this sudden absence.
Of everything. And I needed to relish in that void.
[Two claps.]
DANTE2:
I listen on and on and on and on—
[All three DANTE’s simultaneously face
audience, staring intently for 5 seconds,
then resume normal gestures.]
[Three claps.]
DANTE3:
The wine sloshed around in my stomach, and I felt so light, but so heavy.
I knew the hands that had haunted me my whole life had probably come
to reclaim me.
[One clap.]
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DANTE1:
That emptiness. But I emerged from the depths of the lake, returning to
work the next day. Katherine asked me how my day off was. And I was
honest; I said it was magnificent. [Energetic laughter.]
[Three claps.]
DANTE3:
To return me to eternal darkness; into fire and into ice.
[Two claps.]
DANTE2:
As the stereo plays and the lavender scent never leaves the sheets
because I don’t want to wash them. I think of that cherry blossom tree.
Half-in bloom. Half-in death. The juxtaposition was enough to make
me cry, but I—
[One clap.]
DANTE1:
She brought me a cup of coffee with a splash of cream, even though she’s
technically higher up than me at the office. But she doesn’t mind, and I
wondered if the sex was really that good. No one had ever fallen for me
like Katherine had.
[Three claps.]
DANTE3:
But Katherine was already next to me, pulling my body back to shore…
[Two claps.]
DANTE2:
Quickly wiped the tears away because I cannot cry. I cannot let these
thoughts pull me down into that freezing lake I visited so long ago. And
yet, it feels like yesterday.
[One clap.]
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DANTE1:
Did my emotional unavailability excite her? [Pause.] But I couldn’t lie to myself
again. I was done with lying. I promised myself I’d never lie again.
[Two claps.]
DANTE2:
The same scent of spring. The same cold water. Hmmm. I’ll open up the
blinds. And the windows. Maybe take a dip in the pool or read a book on
the patio. Or take a walk around the trail.
[Three claps.]
DANTE3:
And she was screaming and crying and I was laughing as water erupted
from my mouth and lungs. Katherine and I stopped seeing each other
after that.
[One clap.]
DANTE1:
I thought of her lemon citrus deodorant. I thought of the lake. I thought
of me, sitting here in this cubicle for the rest of my life, knowing that
everything I built my life up to be is just a stupid facade…
[Two claps.]
DANTE2:
Because it’s usually abandoned, and I don’t know why.
[One clap.]
DANTE1:
But hey. Yeah. Hey!
[Three claps.]
DANTE3:
And that’s when I decided to stick with reds. Love is… Love brought us
to one death.
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[Two claps.]
DANTE2:
Or maybe I just haven’t thought enough about why.
[One clap.]
DANTE1:
I have plenty of my life left, hopefully, so we’ll see if I finally stop believing
these stupid fucking lies.
[Two claps.]
DANTE2:
Yes, I know, thanks. Guess who, Mother. Guess who.
[Three claps.]
DANTE3:
[Reaches down to the briefcase. Grabs it. Sets it on his lap. Unclasps the latches.
Opens it slowly. Looks into the case, then suddenly bursts out laughing. It shakes
his entire body. Almost falls off the bench. Continues laughing in a haunting
way.] Empty.

[Long pause. Lights fade to darkness.]
Curtain.
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Zhigang Zhang
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Content warning: brief instances of harsh language, disturbing
imagery, and the topics of sex and suicide.

Vignettes in the Eye of a
Specter
Wyeth Platt

Rain passed through a belighted specter; its drops echoed the notes of a
bass guitar, which warbled from the depths of a lounge that the luminescent
visage stood adjacent to. The transparent hands of the pale figure shifted
in its pockets as it crossed the flooded street that separated it from the
club. Within the naval shade of night that had washed over the world, the
building before the apparition emerged from the ground in the darkened
shape of a boot. A series of small, rectangular windows ran along its
sides; a warm light flowed from them—its orange rays exposed patches
of rainfall. An awning on the building’s left side shielded a descending
stairwell at the base of which was an open door, and from the room
within came the gentle rumblings and quiet explosiveness of jazz music.
An amateur group was performing “So What” by Miles Davis—the translucent figure recognized the disorganized melody flowing through the
hissing rainfall—though that was not what drew it along the descending,
damp, concrete stairway and into the lounge. Rather, it was conducted by
a nameless, innate emotion.
The interior of the club stretched into a greater space than its outward
structure foretold. It was composed of a singular, long room; a thin, wooden
stage occupied most of the space along the far wall. As the band that stood
atop it rocked to and fro, playing their instruments with nimble steps
and anxious fingers, the boards beneath them squealed and moaned. A
group of tables sat recessed from the stage, scattered about the center of
the room. One had been occupied by a pair of middle-aged men; another
was held by a singular man, perhaps in his thirties, whose gaze wandered
in no particular direction. Within a deep corner of the room, a bar had
been positioned. The burgundy walls of the establishment enshrouded the
counter and its juxtaposed, silver stools in a misconstruing dimness; as a
result, a gathering of women along the bar could hardly be seen—only the
sound of their cracked and slurred laughter was audible, on the occasion
that it broke through the eruption of jazz that permeated the misty recesses
of the room’s opposing corner. There, blanketed by clouds of smoke, hung a
formation of glass lamps, under which were aged billiard tables, and at each
stood the silhouettes of players. A cacophonous array of shapes and crashes
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scrambled from the smoke of the corner, and joined the chaotic playing
upon the stage without entirely changing its tempo. On both sides of the
stage were bathrooms. From the men’s came a slick, sturdy figure, donned
in a black raincoat that enlarged his form and broadened his shoulders.
He passed by the man sitting alone, slowing his pace until their eyes met,
and spoke a few brief, hushed words that drowned beneath the weight of
the music. The seated man placed his hands upon the table, preparing to
stand, but he did not rise. A look of futility drained the light from his eyes.
The cloaked man doubled his pace and walked through the pale specter
hovering in the open doorway without hesitation.
The figure watched the man ascend the stairway of the boot before it
returned inward and approached the deep, scarlet tavern at the lounge’s
edge. The server behind its counter was preoccupied with the gathering
of women on his opposite side, and did not notice the apparition as he
handed a thin glass to the crawling, laughing, and coalesced mass of
feminine intoxication.
“…And I’ll take another glass with hers,” said one of the women; the
server prepared her order.
“Don’t you think you’ve had enough?” muttered one of the sober
members of the gathering. “All of you. Really.” A hand rose from the
mass of reddened and gleeful faces, and fell, pointing, upon one of the
many reeling smiles amongst them. “Marcy,” said the same voice, “What
is that? Your fifth drink?”
The accused woman produced a low, steady chuckle, which clung to the
bottom of her vocal abilities with all the weight of the night’s activities.
“No, no,” she murmured, and a limp hand waved about in the air, “I’ve
only had seventeen.”
“She’s lying,” returned the server, as he presented the boastful woman
with her next full glass. “This is her seventeenth.”
“Very funny,” the sober woman sighed. Then, with an inquisitive
glance in the direction of the server: “Do you know how long she’s been
drinking like this?”
“No,” replied the other. “She isn’t a usual. You tell me. In any case, if
your friend has issues, set her up with a therapist, or someone of the sort.”
The woman interjected: “She’s not really a friend…”
For a moment, the stage became silent, until the band, determined to
play the remainder of Davis’s “Kind of Blue,” began his proceeding song,
“Freddie Freeloader.” The specter wandered from the bar and encountered
the two middle-aged men seated near the stage. One of the men—whose
hair had been completely shaved—rose his voice against his low and
sallow-faced companion.
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“That’s disgusting,” cried the bald man. “I can’t believe you’d tell
me that.”
“I needed to tell someone,” returned the other.
“You were looking to satisfy your sick head.”
“Maybe I was, but I needed the sensation—needed her… or so I
thought. Do you know what happened when it was over?”
“Don’t say it.”
“Oh, God, when she got up and walked to the other end of the room,
I could see all of the fat in her gut. It rolled down her hairy waist and
tucked right into her—”
“Fuck you. I told you not to tell me, and you did. What is wrong
with you?”
The ill-looking man slunk into his chair and leaned against the table.
“That’s when I knew that I had made a mistake,” he said with muffled
breaths. The man against the table broke into slow, heavy sobs. His brief
gasps for air became sparse, and his entire countenance flushed in a
sickly red hue.
“I can’t even look at you,” said the bald man. “Get out of my sight.”
The sobs of the other man only lengthened. The former rose from
his seat, paced toward the crying man, and swung a fist upon the table.
The dull, yet frighteningly-abnormal sound of livid flesh colliding with
wood sent a wave of penetrative silence through the lounge, and stunted
the band as they prepared to play their next song, “Blue in Green.” The
piano player, whose job it was to start the piece, sat dazed behind his
miniature keys, and listened to the desperate rush of breaths and wordless
exasperations that passed from the table nearby.
Between sobs: “I only wanted to—”
“—What?” cried the other, “fill the void in your life? No. You only dug
yourself a deeper hole. I won’t hear any more of it; leave.”
The sobbing man lurched from his seat and stumbled into the men’s
bathroom. When the door slammed behind him, the band resumed its
playing, as the remaining man released a repressed sigh. The specter,
meanwhile, followed the fleeing man into the musty restroom. It found
him leaning against a decrepit sink, staring into a brown mirror. From
beyond a distant wall, the muffled notes of a piano could be heard. Silence
depressed the musty chamber, restricting both figures to a mutual solitude, until at last the man spoke.
“He’s right, you know,” he muttered, without releasing himself from
the gaze of his reflection in the mirror. “I just wanted to ‘fill the void.’
When she left me, and I was all alone, I initially reassured myself—told
myself that everything was OK.
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“I wish that were true. I wish that I could be comfortable, but I wasn’t.
I wanted those feelings, those unique sensations… so, out of desperation,
I turned to someone new.”
“But you didn’t care about her,” asked the specter, “did you?”
“No; not in the slightest. Our relationship was purely meant to fill the
gaps in our lives. But she disgusted me. And now…”
“Now?”
“I have fallen into the slimy and sharp teeth of Desire. It used me,
as I once thought that I was using her, and then discarded me. I realized
that my problem wasn’t unique. I discovered that the entire world is filled
with wretches who come unto hubris in an attempt to find what can only
be found once in life. Now, I must pay the price.”
“What exactly do you mean by that?” the specter pressed.
“I can’t bring myself to say it,” stuttered the sobbing man; his face
was drenched in snot.
“Yet you know what is on your mind,” the translucent figure returned,
“and if it is true—”
“—If I really have made such a terrible mistake, it will be my last.
It’s obvious. If she has a child—if the mistakes caused by my selfish
grief go that far—I’ll take my own life. I’ve thought the whole process
through. Only, I’ve never truthfully considered the idea until tonight.
It’s a terrifying thought: the void and its infinite passageways are always
open for the damned.
“I’m convinced that I cannot be a father—not with her; maybe never.
After all, what is the point of love? If the purpose of life is to propagate
more life, are feelings just a curtain for lust to hide behind? I’ve hurt
myself for a facade, but it’s too late: I can’t change the feelings that are
eating at me. But even so, what’s the point in having a child? The world is
dying—we all know it, but we refuse to accept it. I couldn’t bear to bring
a child into this world. No, it’s better to die.”
The specter’s form shifted and became stiff. All that could escape its
pale mouth was another question: “Are you sure?”
“I have nothing to give: no talent, no passion, no skill, no intelligence—
nothing. I’m drifting through life pointlessly, that’s how it’s always been. If
I’m lucky, it won’t be for long.”
Spastic notes of a piano flew from the stage, as the band began a
number of “All Blues” and the horn players attempted to gain momentum.
The specter wandered with a greater sense of aimlessness than before, and
floated beyond the stage and into the cyclone of smoke that surrounded
the lounge’s pool tables. Enthusiastic murmurs and deflated sighs encapsulated the localized air as all else steadily became still and irrelevant.
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Conversations drifted from one ear to the other: right and left; to and fro.
The speakers, colloquially trapped within the haze of their design, could
not be seen. Their words embodied themselves.
“…And, of course, when she found out that he had bought her the
ring, well, she had no choice. She had to marry him. She couldn’t say no.
But you could see it on her face. She wanted to…” “…And I told them, ‘For
the last time, I don’t want your book,’ but they wouldn’t listen. I’ll never
understand those people. What if I don’t believe in a life after death? They
won’t take no for an answer. They want me to conform…” “…You heard
the abduction story on the news last night, right? Some kid, snatched by
her neighbor. It’s sickening. And the parents obviously know the guy,
but no one can find him. He’s gone…” “…My son won’t speak to me
anymore. I’ve tried reaching out—but at this point, would it be worthwhile? It’s been three years…” “…I’m not going anywhere. I’ve always
tried to get somewhere, but I can’t. Isn’t that ridiculous? A man of my age,
still roped to these dead-beat jobs. But no one wants someone like me
to work an honest, good job; no one at all…” “…I thought that we really
had something special. I cherished it; made so much of it; admired it.
But she didn’t feel the same. I was expendable. Do you know how it feels
to be expendable? It’s as though you can be tossed into the deepest pit
in the world, and no one will care…” “…They never tell me anything…”
“…That doesn’t make you special. They don’t tell anyone anything; not
anymore…” “…What are you talking about? They never have. Everything
we know is a lie…” “…Oh, shut up. Someone out there cares about us:
the fellow man, like you and me…” “…And they’ll only be swallowed by
a larger fish. Drink up…” “…Hey, I’ve brought drinks! I got an extra one.
It’s on me…” “…What nonsense. We never truly live. We’re in this hole
for a reason…” “…Drink! To all the little pleasures…” “…And when we
realize that we’ve missed out, the opportunity will have passed us by…”
“…Opportunity? We don’t have opportunities. This is our lot; get used to
it…” “…I don’t think that I can. I never will…”
The bassist began plucking the initial notes of “Flamenco Sketches.”
The wavering sounds of his instrument reached into the depths of the
billiard cloud and grabbed the specter. It pulled the figure far from the
smokey recesses of woes and insignificant triumph and rested it before
the stage, where the lone man sat nearby. His face was low and grave;
he had not moved for several minutes, and the drink at his side had
grown stale. The specter joined the seated man and slunk into a chair
of its own.
At once, the man sat upwards and locked eyes with the transparent
visage sitting across from him. “Who are you?” he said in a tremulous voice.
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“Me?” rebounded the specter. “I don’t know. I suppose that I’m
nobody—nothing quite real at all. Just the missing piece to some distant
figure that I cannot name.”
“I don’t care much for philosophy.” He paused and pressed a palm
against his perspiring glass. He rubbed the condensation across his face
and beneath his short head of hair. “Are you here to arrest me?” he asked,
and before receiving an answer, continued. “I know that the others are
outside. They sent you here to bring me along quietly. Look, don’t worry—I
will. No matter what they say, I never meant to harm anyone. I didn’t harm
anyone. You don’t understand the situation.
“An abusive home is no place for a little girl to live. She’s only nine—
hardly old enough to understand why her home is a mess, and her parents…
well, it’s complicated. Girls like her, they have so few friends; never any
who would rope her out of such a situation. She was stuck—completely
cornered into a terrible life. I thought that she deserved better; she does
deserve better. And besides, she reminded me of my own little girl…
“So I rescued her. You’ll say that I stole her—kidnapped her—anything
to charge me. But I rescued her. You men of the law can’t save her; you
can’t easily alter her custody. Neither could I, but I could at least take her
away…but she didn’t understand. Like you, she didn’t understand me. Her
home was familiar; I wasn’t. She wanted to go back, and I couldn’t argue
with her. Oh, no; I couldn’t bear that. I wouldn’t steal her. I only wanted
the best for her…
“I’m not going to run. I can’t; I know that the rest of your men are
waiting. Even if you weren’t circling me like buzzards, I still wouldn’t
run. There’s no reason to. So, take me. Go ahead.” The man stood from
his chair. “I don’t want to cause a scene.”
The specter remained seated and gazed upon the man. A crushing
silence—only furthered by the conclusion of “Flamenco Sketches”—held
the entirety of the lounge. As the band began to cover their instruments
in tarps, a thunder of footsteps descended the stairwell outside, and a
variety of persons in uniform flooded the doorway. In front of them stood
the man in the black coat; rainfall drenched his clothing and formed a
pool beneath him. The cloaked officer advanced with two others, and
held the surrendered man against the table until his hands had been
linked. The perpetrator and his punishers began to speak as the smoke
clouds near the billiard tables parted, and its players began to disperse.
The conglomerate of women along the bar made a slinking exit; their
sober companion followed at a distance. Each bandmate disappeared
behind a door along the stage, and at length the server approached the
enforcements at his door.
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“What’s going on, officers?” he pressed. “Why is my club suddenly
empty?”
“It’s nothing for you to worry about now,” returned the cloaked man.
“We’re handling the situation.”
As the officers grappled the powerless man in their arms, he turned
his head backward and looked toward the specter. Silent, unspoken words
escaped his lips, ushering finality. He was led through the doorway and
along the stairs, beyond the apparition’s sight. The humming of a distant
motor punctured the silence; it revved and accelerated amidst the quiet,
hissing rainfall that tumbled beyond the walls of the club. The server
returned to his bar and began to mix a drink as the door of the men’s
bathroom opened, and the ill-looking man stumbled into the silent opening. An indescribable gravity lured him to the bar, and he seated himself
along the counter.
“Drink?” asked the server. “Free of charge.”
“Sure. What’s the occasion?” returned the other; his eyes were shot,
plugged with tears.
“Trouble.”
The server finished preparing the initial beverage and presented it
to the man. After making his own, he leaned into the counter and took
an initial sip. The man, without touching his drink, turned to the server.
“Why is the world so cruel?” he said, his voice a drawn whisper.
“That’s a loaded question. You’re asking me?” The server lowered
his drink and placed a hand to his face. “I can’t answer that question.
You can’t say that to someone like me. We see the worst of this planet
every Saturday night. Some poor wretch has lost it all—or thinks that
he has—and tries to lose some more. People come to me when they want
to forget, but what they fail to realize is that my drinks do the opposite.
They start talking about who or what hurt them, then why, and they lose
themselves. The honest truth is that after hearing so much heartbreak
and tragedy, it becomes numbing and commonplace. I need to disassociate
in order to run my business. On most occasions, I can.
“But you’re right: the world is cruel. There’s a lot of evil out there,
and a lot of misfortune. When people come to a place like this, they
intend to get sucked up in it. But those same people often forget something important: things will pass. It’s just like the rainstorm outside,
or the night. It will end. And sure, I don’t get much business from folks
during the day—we’re not even open, then—but who wants to drink
their grievances away while the sun is shining? There’s more to life
than the night; the day will come. Whatever it is, whatever the cruelty,
it will pass. That’s my answer. Did that help?”
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The man sniffled, took a drink, and wiped his eyes. He cleared his
throat, and, for a moment, was silent. Then, after glancing about and
listening to the distant pattering of rain, he said: “Yes, I think it did.”
The last droplets of a passing storm drifted through the body of a
transparent specter. It stood on the far side of a flooded road, adjacent
to a small, boot-shaped lounge. The sky above was pale and young with
the resplendent light of the rising sun, and within its golden rays the
luminescent visage disappeared. The world was washed in dawn; birds,
fluttering between wires and chattering atop slumbering cars, began to
sing; the murky water of the night sunk into drains along the streets;
blinds behind windows were pulled. Day had come—the night had passed.
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Coyote Hymn

Cheyenne McGuire
Proclamations enter in red.
We are notes from the dead,
The coyote says, printed to black and white.
I say I built myself out from
My old self. I say I am out
Of understanding, over and over
As if I could spill from my mouth.
Coyote in the corner of my vision.
He sang me from sleep on the highway,
Pulled me to the pastures,
Sang in my own language.
I say I have not replaced myself.
He sings as if I could:
Cherry blossoms, prairie-fire,
Blood and tongue strung over
The spaces I am to take.
He says I am grayscale. He means
I am not the same stuff that rushes
Inside my veins, says I am alive
Between bruises, the used-up rhapsody.
He needs me like this. I say he needs me.
Between my breaths, he sings:
Cherry blossom, my cherry-to-be, hung from
A stony lonely tree—sighs it into the wind.
He says I will come alive
If I remember to sing back:
Oh blood and tongue, I wait on you.
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in a week
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