


Introduction: 
I started Vagabond City with the goal of creating a space where writers could share their 
work that was- let’s say- unconventional. Though I have published in literary magazines 
before, I often found myself reserving certain works for myself. An offbeat poem, or 
vulgar short story would never find its home with literary magazines. I had convinced 
myself it was a private type of significance. That certain works were inherently non-
literary even if they were well written, meaningful and powerful. Well, bollocks.  
 
I encourage the types of pieces that stick with me after I leave them. Certain pieces linger 
like ghosts, haunting my subconscious until I can finally submit to the supernatural 
power. That’s what Vagabond City seeks to represent. The ineffable, the strange, the 
magnificent. Of the works I have selected, as editor, I love them all. I consider myself 
lucky to have encountered such varied and interesting poems and stories. I am proud to 
present the works of art within this journal. And into the rabbit hole we go.  
    - Joe Marchia 
  



Reunion with a Friend Lost for 38 Years 
Kirby Wright 
 
Meet me at the pub’s fire pit. 
I have a wife and you do too. 
I consider this a test. 
Who picks up the tab? 
 
I have a wife and you do too. 
Twenty minutes late is fashionable. 
Who picks up the tab? 
Your hair and beard are silver. 
 
Twenty minutes late is fashionable. 
We eat beef and our women eat chicken. 
Your hair and beard are silver. 
Our better halves gossip about Oregon. 
 
You pay with Visa, ask for half in cash. 
I consider this a test. 
You stroll the boardwalk and vanish. 
Meet me at the pub’s fire pit. 
 
 
 
 
  



 
Incarceration 
Kirby Wright 
 
I drive by where they hold you. Your campus resembles a business park—concrete cubes 
sporting thin vertical windows. Glass ink black, yet I can see my car passing through. 
You’re tucked in the Theo Lacy wing. Grounds boast resort-green lawns, eucalyptus, 
roses in raised beds.   
 
Across the street, the ash trees bend. Hydrants are milky-white. Chain-wire fences 
enclose a field with blue end zones. Goal posts the color of hydrants. Remember your 
touchdown in the big game? The cheerleaders loved you.   
 
I hang a left and head back to the freeway. Clouds kill the sun. Shadows roll over the 
forgotten and tumble into the sea.        
 
 
Kirby Wright's futuristic novel is forthcoming in Fall 2013.  He has an MFA from SFSU. 



The Calculator 
Paul Alzate-Moreno 
 
So careful, full of measure, 
You weigh me against myself. 
My good faces off 
Against the darkness, 
And I want my champion, 
The white knight to win. 
  
My heart sighs, 
Which sways your scales. 
  
Your math exercise: 
Perhaps you do it 
From fear of calamity. 
Or you serve some goal 
Beyond what I see. 
  
The judge of your court 
Presides deep in your heart. 
 



A Breath = A Memory 
Paul Alzate-Moreno 
  
I let out a sigh, 
I, warm and tired. 
I’ll count all those particles 
In the mist I made 
Before they flee, 
And I lose them 
Forever. 
 
 
Paul Alzate-Moreno studied Psychology and Political Science at CUNY Queens College. 
He enjoys writing in his spare time and wishes to learn law.



The Month of Dead Sparrows 
Meeah Williams 
 
April is the month of dead sparrows 
in my pillow case 
in the vegetable crisper 
stuffed in the mailbox 
with the junk mail 
I find them everywhere 
I am in a movie starring dead sparrows 
I am married to a dead sparrow 
all my children are sparrows 
dead in the nest 
opening my mouth 
a sparrow 
lies dead on my tongue 
thinking, all my thoughts 
are dusty dead sparrows 
on the corner of Broad & Monmouth 
a small girl 
with a basket of dead sparrows 
wants to sell me a dead sparrow 
what is it 
with all these dead sparrows 
a shopkeeper sweeps a pile 
of dead sparrows 
from the front of his shop 
in the church there’s a sermon 
on dead sparrows 
an old woman fell asleep 
with her mouth open in an armchair 
in her very own parlor 
& choked to death 
on a dead sparrow 
I heard of this in a café 
where they were scooping dead sparrows 
from the coffee urns 
a cop was telling the story 
as he shook out his coat sleeves 
came three more dead sparrows 
Christ we’re up to our ass 
a stockbroker said 
in dead sparrows 
impossible you’d think to forget 
the dead sparrows heaped eight inches deep 
in the streets 



the trucks going by pushing plows 
through dead sparrows 
the sight of the river now a river 
of dead sparrows 
but forget it we will 
it’s forgotten already 
except you wake up one day with a sadness 
you can’t pin to a cause  
& it never goes away 
it’s the month of dead sparrows 
the very first day 
 
 
  



The Mud Parade 
Meeah Williams 
 
It was the last time I’d fall in love 
a day raining blood and white feathers 
as if I were standing under a god 
plucking all the chickens in the world 
a day of unintelligible omens 
that had the feel of a day that never really happened 
a day like an insect 
climbing up a stalk 
that all the bug spray in the world can’t kill. 
 
I digress: 
 
Already it feels as if I were living in a myth 
of better days gone by 
that if I stop talking long enough my tongue 
will become a fist & strangle me 
that with each passing day things 
are worn a little thinner until at last 
you can practically see right through them 
of course that’s all bullshit 
but then again 
not entirely. 
 
Everyone agreed the bride 
bore me an unsettling likeness 
down the aisle she came 
much like Zeno’s arrow 
hanging on the arm of a kilt-clad father 
who clearly hated me 
the entire scene was like that game 
played with two hands: 
here’s the church 
& here’s the steeple 
open the doors… 
but in reverse, if that can be imagined. 
 
In other words, I began to use 
my hands differently, 
to screw down lids on tiny coffins, 
for instance, 
in which I buried little pieces of myself 
like toads 
made sluggish by the cold. 



I guess you could say I’ve become 
a more practical person, 
useful, 
foursquare, 
the sort of thing that has a handle. 
 
Sometimes, like right this very moment, 
I feel as if God pressed his indelible thumbprint 
into the soft grey gum of my brain 
with the intention, really, 
of crushing me out of existence altogether 
like a mite 
but only managing to cripple me 
it’s just a feeling 
like genetics 
destiny for no reason at all 
like brown hair, 
a tendency for certain kinds of cancer 
or a knack for horseshoes. 
 
 
Meeah Williams is a freelance writer, graphic artist, and pataphysician. Her recent short 
fiction and poetry appears or is forthcoming from The Milo Review, Innsmouth Magazine, 
Blank Media Collective, and Stone Highway among others. She is also the author of a sci-
fi noir novel, Fake Girls, under the pseudonym Matthew Sloan. She lives in Brooklyn, 
NY with her husband, Hank. You can find her blog, The Red Ignatz Society, 
at http://walkingeyeball.blogspot.com/. 
  



 
Resentment is the New Champagne 
Connolly Ryan 
 
“Every time a friend succeeds. I die a little.”—Gore Vidal 
 
Drink up now, there’s plenty for everyone. 
That dude smirking in his kayak, 
eye-rolling prior to Eskimo-rolling: 
you’ve got it in for him, whether 
you know it or like it or not. 
Where does he get off? 
Or that lady strutting into the woods, 
preceded by her photogenic Labradoodle: 
how dare he?  
 
If you build it, 
a grudge will come. 
And for every sentiment explored, 
a resentment is there to shadow it. 
 
Take your mother’s expectations 
that her fiftieth or sixtieth 
birthday should be special. 
Screw that: once you hit double digits, 
all bets and birthday hats are off. 
Or how about your father demanding 
a modicum of respect and veneration? 
Hell no, we won’t grow! 
 
Like a backhanded sacrament, 
resentment flows through our narratives 
like rumors of divorce and abuse 
through a family reunion. 
Insinuations that command investigation 
sprout wings and wheels and even widgets 
so you can hear them before they move in.  
 
What better way to cultivate a lasting bitterness 
than to designate an acquaintance or friend 
as someone who is better, brighter, less bloated 
and blighted than you, and then to patiently 
hanker for their consummate collapse, 
preferably in alarming increments, 
a kind of syncopated trajectory 
of abject dejection, proving, 



if nothing else, that all along, 
your immense sense of self-disgust 
was not strictly self-inflicting 
and served a grander, sharper purpose after all. 
  



4th of July, Winchester, Massachusetts 
Connolly Ryan 
 
The dawn chorus is particularly bossy this morning. 
insinuating its imperatives and confectionary invectives 
on all humidiated sleepyheads including me. I Whip  
on the fan full blast for some white noise bas relief 
but the saga of galling whistles prevails, so I thrust on shorts, 
socks, shirt and sneaks and hit the pretty streets of early morning, 
leaving my lovely wife asleep and tangled in her mother’s linen. 
 
The birds, it turns out, are rowdy for good reason: 
What a morning!  Sky clear as a killer’s eyes, air heaving 
with mischief, the sidewalks more dapper and patriotic 
than ever. Arriving at the town’s center, I pause between 
Dunkin’ Donuts and Starbucks, deliberating whereat 
to purchase my iced beverage. “America Runs On Dunkin” 
is a rather dubious slogan with traces of threat (the implied or else) 
and desperation (runs from what?), so I opt for Starbuck’s, capitalism’s gifted child. 
 
Minutes later, I sit on an iron bench overlooking a picturesque canal. 
Despite the dreary funk rising from the industrial scum, I am heartened 
by a family of ducks out for a matutinal glide. Above them a willow tree 
is busy with a sterling array of songbirds who no longer sound bossy 
as they do brassy and eager to encourage humans and others to go 
ahead and have a classy and memorable day. I really cannot imagine 
a message more holistically altruistic, more patently patriotic 
than a forthright cluster of songbirds showing and telling me how 
best to proceed with my life.  
 
Though a steel crane is perched like an assassin on the outskirts 
of this aquatic hinterland, and though too a helicopter looms 
and splutters above like a narcotics factory, the grackles, starlings 
and mockingbirds keep piping their hearts out in the depths of the willow, 
pouring on their tenacious chorus of incentives and inducements, 
slapping us awake with psalms that are appreciably alive  
and preaching what is arguably the most indispensable gospel of all: 
that Independence without Interdependence is like a morning without song— 
pointless, heartless, fruitless and lonelier than a bluebird  
trapped inside a red and white hole. 
 
 
Connolly Ryan was born in Greenwich Village, New York in 1967. He is currently a 
professor of literature at University of Massachusetts, Amherst where he was thrice a 
finalist for the Distinguished Teaching Award. His visceral and witty poetry has been 
published in various journals including Bateau, Ditch, Umbrella, Citron, Satire, Scythe, 



Slope, Meat For Tea, Pannax Index, Satire and Old Crow. He is also a multiple Pushcart 
nominee. He has two finished Manuscripts: Fort Polio and The Uncle Becky Chronicles. 
  



It is Wednesday Now 
Matthew J. Hall 
 
Mid-week sits firmly as a state of mind 
in this city of weak-ass weekend idiots 
who pour themselves vodka and energy drink cocktails 
before pouring themselves into taxi cabs 
driven by drivers who work seven days and nights a week 
 
In this artistic city of idiots 
blonde bitches and barrel chested bastards 
cackle and leer 
look forward to the weekend 
live for the weekend 
as amateur drunks 
as part time thugs 
 
Escaping the trappings of humdrum lives 
by hiding in the flames of this burnt out city 
theirs is an excess that leads only back on itself  
 
It is Wednesday now 
the cattle are only half drunk 
half mad 
half hearted and half convinced by half truths from previous nights on the town 
 
There are too many sad faces smiling today 
but there will be more tomorrow 
and the following day is a tragedy 
and the next a massacre 
and the last is for the meowing wounded 
who will have no choice but to accept Monday 
as the first day fixed firmly 
set solidly in an idiotic city 
in these, their idiotic times 
  



A Lifetime Away 
Matthew J. Hall 
 
The purple leaves across the street don't shimmer at this hour 
six cigarettes into sleeplessness 
blowing smoke into cold air that masquerades as night  
the street lamps are doing a sterling job, the pavement seems orange and lonely 
 
People don't walk their dogs at this hour 
or water house plants 
or curse the rain 
 
The traffic down there is slow and sporadic  
life, in this moment seems a lifetime away 
the city at the foot of this hill seems a lifetime away 
 
In a short while the sun will shine on this far side of the world 
and someone else, a lifetime away 
will blow smoke 
stare at a cameleon tree  
consider life  
the city, the moment, the sun 
 
While we walk our dogs 
water our house plants 
curse the rain 
clutter the grey pavements and blow smoke 
into the air which masquerades as day 
 
 
Matthew J. Hall is a writer who lives in Bristol, England. He has two short collections of 
poetry which can be viewed through his website, screamingwithbrevity.com  
He has had work published by or forthcoming in: Every Writer’s Resource, Crack the 
Spine, The Idiom and Kerouac's Dog Magazine 
 
 
  



open mic 
J.P. Herrera 
 
it was a day 
I went out on  
and there was this sad, stupid white woman 
 
and she said she was a poet and told us to go to her  
workshop 
because she was a poet  
 
and then she read some poetry about a whale 
but it wasn’t that good 
so she told us again that she was a poet 
and the crowd sunk in their chairs 
waiting for the next reader 
and suddenly I felt a certain camaraderie  
with them 
 
I just came because I wanted to read. I read a new  
story and the crowd loved it by default which upset me. 
this was not a good night for poetry or prose. 
 
I drove home, saddened that the other readers didn’t put up 
much of a fight. When I got home  
I brushed my teeth.  
I looked at the brush 
 
It doesn’t matter if the toothpaste is blue, green 
or a creamy white, it always ends up red in my mouth. 
I’m one bad tooth away 
from having the worst oral hygiene of the 1st world 
 
lying in bed 
thinking of sin  
and what I would have for breakfast 
tomorrow. Enough time had been wasted reflecting 
on a rapidly expiring  
blip in time 
 
In a few hours, no one will even remember today 

 
  



legacy of suffering 
J.P. Herrera 
 
i work at this Japanese fusion/bistro/grill with 
every artistic fountain 
at the entrance 
 
and asian pretty boys 
in black dress shirts  
who tease me with their savage, eastern faces 
whenever they walk into the kitchen 
 
but then I heard the cutest one  
complain about how I stacked the cups  
and it killed my jungle fever 
 
nobody knows I’m gay  
I’m just the dishwasher 
 
the cooks are all white, which is new in my experience 
and 
judging by their teeth 
they spend half their paychecks on crack 
 
I have a white guy who keeps me from fucking up 
sometimes. he’s been working here a year  
and we relate about the small things exclusive about  
our job 
like cut fingers 
and hot water 
and soap shot in our eye 
 
my boss is one of many scathingly-cold asian stereotypes 
 
she’s cut so many corners, there’s none left. it’s a sphere 
of irregulation. 
 
we have these leaves for sushi and I have to wash them and 
soak them 
in dirty dishwater 
 
I asked my supervisor  
if that was sanitary, and he said 
“I just work here.” 
 
I laughed. it was a very human moment 



 
that’s fucked up, but this is my first job 
in two years and I’m not the health inspector 
 
you could be stomping babies out back  
and I would not give a dick or a dollar  
as long as everyone in this kitchen gets paid  
and I can come home and masturbate 
before bed 
 
you know you’ve worked a hard day 
when you come home  
too tired to masturbate 
 
and the spiders won’t even bite you 
you look so dead 
 
being poor and finally having a job 
I’ve cleared a hurdle  
and I should be happy.  
I was  
 
but, now I’ve got new shit  
to deal with like 
taxes 
and co-workers 
and sexual harassment policies 
and water so hot  
it makes your skin scream 
 
you come out with all your fingers  
but you remember what you learned from previous  
days of hell 
 
sometimes, they just let you live in order for you to 
continue the legacy of suffering 
 
 
J.P. Herrera doesn't like bios, but here's one, anyway. He lives in a house and has been 
published in places you've probably never heard of. That's not some hipster barb, it's just 
a commentary on the state of the shrinking lit-scene in America. J.P. lives in a house in 
Santa Clarita, CA, a city vapid and duplicitously-clean. If he can escape from it's negative 
energy for one night, he spends it performing his poetry all over Southern California. He 
likes the face to face. He likes teeth. 
  



Yellow and red 
V Marin 
 
and yellow and red. The spectacle is yellow, the evening is red. Red cumulus spread 
about the tent. Ceiling is the unknown. Round is infinite. Flag is subtle. 1 never returns. 
They arise within. Center is blindness, girth A circumference.      
They dangle the tent’s top with dusty wavelets of laughs. Swirling up, twirling, self-
hypnotizing, (they) release wings on recondite air pocket whirls, semi-fleshed, humming 
aloud, semi-tensioned, but so light. So cycle. 
Those lights outside come from the shadows within. Light comes from the top down. 
Shadows are sometimes lain, sometimes none. Shadows are zero. Sometimes, Tales 
weave in time, for tales are time. The stories of the times. The wisdom of the blind. 
All stories ever thought or spoken will be told tonight. Before the last story dies, none 
will leave the tent. Before all stories are done, all will believe. Until there is an end for all 
happy ends. 
No one knows/acknowledges sense. The whistling falls as jail’s scent. No sons and no 
daughters of fathers. All are mothers of mothers regardless their semi-bodies. 
I peer through the cloth, between interwoven cotton strings. It is all reddish through. I 
through it. It is loud out there. It is loud through them. It is insanely loud inside me, here, 
in the center of the chest. It is a beginning and every beginning is concentrative, loud, 
explosive. 
The tale, time has come. The cloth is moving away. I step on and heaven spins about the 
ring. It speeds up. Earth shakes but does not move. Air moves but does not touch. Water 
touches but does not hurt. Fire hurts but does not burn. 
A garden among us. White, red and yellow flowers. Spinning thorns all over, in dew. 
Infinite. 
I swallow all present mothers and kiss all my fathers. My women and men. Mothers are 
always mothers of all for motherhood is a condition, not a decision. 
An immense round sun pushes heat upon the ground (of life). I cannot see the unbearable 
light. What do you see when you spot pure light? 
The table. I raise the right arm for it to reach silence. The sun vanishes down the tent. A 
falling tower, an index conducting stillness. Twilight of reddish. Warm shades of 
dispersion, fogs of ease, resting utero. Where is the ring? Quietness. Nothingness. Where 
is the end? 
 
Shades surround. Encompass the yellow and the red and the yellow while I dig. Until 
tomorrow I dig for not finding ends. And shades, many reddish mists, they sleep the 
audience in, in a long in…. 
Until i1 disposes: pre-actuality. Pre-one. 
 
 
V Marin is an expanding atom. His work can be found at www.farolbooks.com  



 
Treasure Chest 
Emily Wierzbowski 

 
I started collecting secrets when I was just six years old. Like most collections, 

mine gathered dust in forgotten places and yellowed on old pages. When the sickness set 
in, like other people who realize that they are dying, these misplaced pieces of my past 
gained a newfound importance. Once you can fix a percentage of your life to a given 
number of years, each year becomes so precious. By age six, I had lived about ten percent 
of my life and I don’t remember anything about it.   

I found the memory box when I was cleaning out my closest. I had taken the reins 
on my own death cleaning. It’s a lot like spring-cleaning, I guess, but you throw out most 
of it because the owner is dead or dying. In my case, I had nothing better to do between 
doctor and hospital visits, and I figured I would lessen the burden that would fall on the 
shoulders of my preoccupied friends and family when I would finally pass. It took me 
more time than I am willing to admit to remember what it was.  It was my treasure chest.  
The delicate tissue paper was dusty and torn; the gold paint had lost some luster; the 
edges held together by layers of tape, the squished lid simply resting on top, sheltering 
my childhood’s forgotten world. 

I think it started when my first grade teacher had us make memory boxes out of 
shoeboxes. I used the box from my father’s new size eleven New Balance sneakers. I 
covered it in blue tissue paper and gold paint and called it a treasure chest even when no 
one asked. It was my treasure chest.   

Ms. Smith wore bright red lipstick and cotton blue dresses. She generally 
addressed the class in the same voice most people address toddlers in: a higher octave 
then her normal voice pronouncing each syllable slowly. Her voice reminded me of syrup 
the way it flowed from her lips through the room enveloping each student, making them 
all stop in their tracks and sit quietly to listen. It was sweet, inviting, and viscous.  

“Now, a memento is an object that reminds you of a certain event in your life,” 
the words seeped from her lips as she explained what were supposed to use our boxes for.  
“A movie ticket stub can be a memento of a time you went to a movie with your family, 
or a sea shell for a time you went to the beach. The point is that you can put anything you 
want in the box as long as you think it is special.” 

It had been years since I had looked at this box. It was bursting by the time I 
turned nine and started keeping journals. From then until college it rested on the top self 
of my closet gathering dust. I peaked inside it just before officially moving out of my 
parents’ house the first time and I laughed so much I decided to take it with me to gather 
dust on the top self of a closet in my new apartment.   

I had forgotten it again, but this time it was different. Forgetting happens more 
often now. I felt like a lonely old housewife when I had to ponder: did I leave the stove 
on. I eventually gave up on the contraption all together realizing it was much easier 
keeping track of sandwich ingredients than the ingredients of my famous casseroles.   
Forgetting used to be ok. My sister would bring over the can of beans I forgot to pick up.  
My friends would bring cheese and crackers. My mother would inexplicably call me to 
explain the recipe again even though I assured her I remembered the last hundred times.  



Now, however, my sister and her husband had moved south, my friends still had busy 
lives with work, and my mother was long gone.  

I had taken up reading my journals in the past month. Each was filled with things 
I never dared to tell anyone. I liked to smell my best friend Patty who sat in front of me in 
class. I followed a boy for a week, partly out of boredom and partly because he was my 
first real crush. I let the same boy finger me in the stairwell when we were in high school. 

The box was different though. I compiled its contents at a time when things were 
always a new discovery, and I liked to keep new discoveries to myself. I was a quiet 
child. 

I sat down on my old couch, which creaked with my joints and placed the box on 
the coffee table before me. I took a deep breath and sighed before taking the lid off and 
gently placing it on the seat next to me.   

I remember Ms. Smith saying that the mementos were supposed to help us always 
remember, but as I peered through the contents of the box I struggled to cling to those old 
memories.  There was an old dried flower, which may have been a dandelion at some 
time, that I vaguely recalled someone in my class giving me. There were ticket stubs to 
movies I didn’t remember seeing; friendships bracelets I didn’t remember making; even 
pictures of people I barely recognized. 

I read the names written in my own childish scrawl: Lindsay, Stanly, Becca—no, 
I still didn’t recognize them. 

Before I knew it, I was surrounded by the contents of the box without relishing in 
the moment of even one complete memory. The idea settled in me; that with age and ill 
health I couldn’t even remember my own life. How could I expect anyone really 
remembering it after I was gone. 

Dying is ok, sometimes. You can accept it as part of life when you know that you 
have at least lived a life. 

I had to leave my job two years earlier when I started getting sick. I married once 
to only get divorced a mere two years after our vows. I was never one to stake the 
purpose of one’s life solely on creating a family, but it would have been a nice thing to 
fall back on as the rest of my life was being stripped away. 

I tried to start cleaning up and putting the mementos back into the dusty old 
shoebox, but the tears started to come anyway.   

Damn, Ms. Smith for telling me I would remember. Damn her for making collect 
all of these silly things just so that they could collect dust in my closet, just so I could 
look at them to not see how far I’ve come—how much I’ve lost. 

I took a minute to wipe my tears. I couldn’t bring myself to throw the box out and 
so only placed it back on the top shelf I forgot it on in the first place. Someone else would 
have to throw it out for me.   

I was tired and crawled into bed still wearing my robe lumbering with such 
newfound heaviness. I let myself collapse onto the soft mattress and snake my way under 
the covers. The afternoon light was soft, but my eyes were too heavy to look out the 
window. Part of me felt like moving, but I didn’t want to move.  My body was saturated 
with sleep, relaxed on the softest bed; why would I want to move.   

… 
 “What’s that big smile for?” my father asked me crouching down to meet my eye 

level. He had kind eyes with long crow’s feet. 



“Nothing,” I beamed brightly, “Only I got something else to put in my treasure 
chest.” 

“Oh why won’t you show me,” he pretended to beg. He was good at pretending 
and would even fool me of things well into my teens. 

“Then that would ruin the secret,” I said selfishly. 
I dreamed of a little girl. She was taking me somewhere, but I didn’t know yet.  In 

my sleep I heard the phone ring. I would call them back later; I still didn’t want to move.  
I promised I would tell them if they promised to remember. 

 
 
Emily Wierzbowski is earning her undergraduate degree in English Literature from the 
University at Albany.  She grew up in one of those small neighborhoods that no one 
knows of in Queens, NY. 
  



The Things I Think About While Giving Head 
Meeah Williams 
 

The overworked air conditioner blocks out the sound of traffic from the nearby 
highway, the new house going up next door, and whatever else is going on in the world. 
What time is it, anyway? Nearly ten. I’m so sluggish all I want to do is close my eyes and 
go back to sleep in spite of all the sleep I already got. I can barely throw off the covers 
and drag myself out of bed.  

“Hey, nice of you to wake up,” Denny says, as I cross the room in a foggy-headed 
daze. “I was beginning to think maybe you were dead.” 

He informs me that he’s been awake for hours. His shins have been itching him 
like crazy, an allergic reaction from all the mosquito bites he got at that barbecue on the 
beach the other night. He’s lying at the foot of the bed looking at stuff (probably porn) on 
his laptop and lightly scratching the scabs that cover the thin, shiny, hairless skin of his 
afflicted shins. 
 Opening the bedroom door, swollen-stuck because of the humidity, I step in the 
hall. The hot air pummels me like a gauntlet of pillows. I shuffle to the bathroom, brush 
my teeth, check the vulnerable skin around my eyes. Ugh. I look like a character from 
The Walking Dead. I avoid the scale like a land mine, give it a wide berth like a gypsy 
curse. I’m sure it will say I’ve gained a pound or two since yesterday; it’s clearly gone 
insane. 
 Back in the colder-than-ever bedroom, Denny is now sitting on my side of the 
bed. He waits for me to take my pills and then he has me stand in front of him. He slowly 
unbuttons my nightie to the waist and starts playing with my tits while I look over his 
sandy head, squinting at the window. It looks like another overly sunny day. I shiver. He 
plays with my tits for a while until I understand that he won’t stop until he gets what he 
wants. So I sink down on my knees and fumble his already hard cock out of his 
underwear. I put my lips around it. Everything down here smells like the beach at low-
tide. I close my eyes and imagine I’m diving headfirst into the sea. 

I read a serious review the other day in a serious journal written by a serious 
writer of a new book written by a guy it’s hard to believe is serious. He has made a 
reputation for himself simply by writing down all the ordinary, boring, mundane stuff he 
does on a daily basis from morning to night. He basically just writes stuff like this: 

 I woke up sometime after noon with a bad hangover. I brushed my teeth with my 
fingers and walked into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator door and drank the last 
of the orange juice right out of the container. It tasted like garlic. All the while I was 
checking email on my Iphone and Tweeting that I was brushing my teeth with my fingers, 
walking into the kitchen, opening the refrigerator door and drinking the last of the 
orange juice, which tasted like garlic, right out of the container.  

I don’t understand how some people can get away with writing stuff like this and 
being taken seriously and other people, like me, for instance, can write the exact same 
thing and not be. I once asked a friend who works as an editor at Gigantic House 
Publishing Inc. something similar about the famous mega-bestselling thriller writer 
whose novels are all written the exact same way: in two-page chapters comprised of the 
simplest sentences imaginable. I asked her if some unknown person (like me, for 



instance) submitted the exact same book to her unsolicited would it even get published? 
She looked at me sadly and said, “Honestly? No.” 

 It’s amazing the things that go through your head while you’re giving head. I try 
to remember them for later but I’m not always very successful. A lot of stuff gets lost by 
the wayside. It’s not like you can keep a pad and pencil by your knees to jot this stuff 
down.  
 I think of the chocolate-chip bagel that’s waiting for in the kitchen. But from the 
minute I open my eyes in the morning I’m almost always thinking about that. I estimate it 
to be about 400 calories, but I’m hooked on the damn things. I tell myself that I’ll just eat 
less for lunch and dinner, but who am I kidding? 
 I think of Clarice Lispector. How could I not have heard of her before now—an 
author so obviously important to me? It makes me wonder who else I haven’t heard of 
that I should also know about? God knows how long it would have been before I heard of 
Clarice Lispector if I hadn’t heard of her purely by chance in a book by Carole Maso, 
who is another author I just recently discovered, but who I should have been aware of 
about ten years ago. Judging by my literary education, I might just as well have been 
raised by wolves.  

I think:  I really have to re-polish my nails. No touch-up this time. Do it right. 
Remove the old polish, start over, keep still enough to allow the new polish to dry.  
 I think: I need to do at least four sun salutations before breakfast. I can do them 
while Denny’s scrapple fries. 
 I think: Om nama shivaya. Is that the way the mantra goes? What’s the tune, 
though? I can’t remember it. Instead I keep humming Gordon Lightfoot’s “Sundown” for 
some reason. 
 I think: scrapple goes on for at least eight to ten minutes per side. 

“What’s this!” LeAnne screamed in genuine, incredulous horror. She was looking 
in the fridge for the almond milk when she found it. You’d have thought she’d come 
upon a human head in the veggie crisper. 
 “How could you?” 
 “What?” 

She emerged holding the cold half-eaten pinkish brick of soggy meat. 
“Well, I certainly don’t eat it,” I said defensively. 

 “How could you even be involved with someone who does?” She was visibly 
disappointed, like a parent who’d found a crack vial hidden in your purse and whose 
disappointment isn’t ameliorated when you explain that it’s not yours, that it belongs to a 
friend of a friend. 
 I shrugged. “It happens.” 
 LeAnne is a lesbian and also my best friend, though we haven’t actually done 
anything lesbianic together, well, not much of anything, which I think is what keeps me 
from being her best friend. 
 “Do you know what scrapple is made of?” 
 “The best stuff on earth?” 
 “That’s not even funny. Do you know they put in this…this thing?” 
 “I have my suspicions,” I said, like someone who’d just as soon not know the 
whole truth. 



 “That’s just it. That’s the worst thing of all. Everyone has their suspicions, but no 
one knows for sure.” 
 LeAnne is always trying to raise my consciousness about a lot of things, which in 
general seems to mean giving up men, starting with Denny. I keep this from Denny, who 
actually likes LeAnne, or, rather, likes the idea of LeAnne, which amounts to the idea of 
LeAnne and I together; he has a very unrealistic softcore porn idea of us together.  

I think: it’s amazing how you don’t have to pay much attention while giving a guy 
a blowjob: it’s like driving a car. Still, I think, let’s fondle his balls a little. He seems to 
like that.  

Something I read in one of Carole Maso’s books has been coming back to me 
again and again lately and this is one of the times it comes back. She says that from now 
on writers might have to abandon the pretext of “finished” works; instead, to 
communicate what still needs to be communicated, serious writers might have to keep 
scrapbooks and journals instead of masterpieces. Notes instead of coherent beginning-
middle-and-end stories. That the novel needs to be rethought, that it doesn’t have to be, 
maybe even can’t be, a few hundred pages between two cardboard covers anymore, but 
instead more like a big canvas smeared with lipstick and fingerprints, coffee rings and 
tears. A geometry of desire is what she called her new conception of the novel.  

I like that. I like that idea a lot. But what can it possible mean, practically 
speaking? Anyway, it would have been the perfect answer to the semi-famous writer who 
trashed my story at the community college writing workshop last week except I hadn’t 
yet read Carole Maso at the time and, of course, the rules of the workshop forbade me 
from saying anything at all while the rest of the class were encouraged to tear apart my 
story. So I wouldn’t have been able to say it anyway. 

Okay, I’ll admit it, once in a while I think of biting down, but it’s just a fleeting 
thought, not even a thought, just a sort of flash impulse. Of course I’d never do it. I don’t 
even know why it occurs to me. I think maybe I’m just daring myself to think the most 
horrible thing I can think of doing at the moment; it’s what Poe called the “Imp of the 
Perverse” that’s responsible, I’m sure of it. I’m just thinking these things to creep myself 
out.   

I think of a good opening for my next story: “If life were a B-movie horror flick 
you’d know ten minutes in that LeAnne was destined to meet some horrible fate, 
probably having sex in the shower with someone else’s boyfriend. She was that kind of 
girl.” 
 I think about the argument LeAnne and I had the other day that will form the main 
part of the story. We were sitting on the couch drinking rum and cherry cokes eating 
brownies and watching reality television. This particular program was about a vice squad 
police unit in Las Vegas. They were arresting streetwalkers and they were giving this one 
young white-trash girl a particularly hard time. She’d just arrived in town from Kentucky 
the day before. This one cop was harping on the fact that the girl made only a hundred 
dollars that day hooking.  
 “A hundred dollars,” he said, incredulously, while his partner, a dykey-looking 
blonde, shook her head in disgust and disappointment.  

The male cop was counting out the cash he’d confiscated from the girl’s plastic 
purse slowly and deliberately for the television camera. The money was going to be used 
as evidence against her, but now it was being used to humiliate her.  



 “A hundred bucks,” he repeated, as if this were the most pitiful, paltry amount in 
the world, hardly even worth blowing his nose into.  “That’s all. For a day’s work on the 
street? Is this really worth it?” he asked the girl, but asked all of us, too.   

The girl was too upset to answer back. She was shaking all over with shame. But 
the obvious reply would have been: “So how much would have been worth it?”  

The female officer stood just to the side with her hand on the butt of her holstered 
revolver, as if she really might need it. She was looking on as if the girl were the lowest 
piece of trash she’d ever seen in her life, so low she couldn’t believe her eyes, as if she 
might have to shoot her just to put her out of her misery. 
 LeAnne was shaking her head in judgment right along with the cops on television, 
right along, you had to assume, with all of America. 

 She turned to me. “Can you imagine? Selling yourself so cheap.” 
 But I’d been thinking it over and it occurred to me, well, what’s wrong with a 
hundred dollars for a day’s work? 

 “It’s more than she’d make working eight hours earning minimum wage at 
McDonald’s or Wal-Mart,” I said, as one who knew about such jobs. “She’d only make 
something like fifty-eight dollars for a day’s work then.” 
 LeAnne frowned. “Yeah but she wouldn’t have to be degraded.” 
 “You don’t think wearing one of those polyester uniforms, standing on your feet 
all day fishing fries out of a vat of boiling oil, getting spattered and splashed and ruining 
your complexion and getting barked at by store managers who are nothing more than 
frustrated Nazis and bitchy soccer moms with bratty kids who are even worse and all for 
fifty-eight dollars isn’t degrading?” 

That gave LeAnne pause enough for me to add, “I mean, look at it from a purely 
economic standpoint, who’s the more enterprising entrepreneur? What is more cost-
effective? Giving two blowjobs for a hundred dollars that probably amounts to no more 
than thirty minutes or so of work, or working at a mind-numbing job for eight straight 
hours for less than sixty bucks? What is more reasonable? What makes more financial 
sense?” 
 “You’re really warped you know that Winnie,” LeAnne said, which is the sort of 
thing people say when they haven’t got a real answer to what you’re saying.  “Are you 
saying that you’d rather hook than get an honest job?” 
 I shrugged. “I’m just saying.” 
 In the story I’m thinking of writing, though, it would be LeAnne saying what I’m 
saying because she would be a prostitute and I’d be her well-meaning, if slightly self-
righteous friend, who always played it straight and safe and although I’d opened the 
narrative with those ominous lines foreshadowing some awful fate destined to befall her 
it would turn out that nothing bad happens to LeAnne at all. She winds up being pretty 
successful in the sex trade and I’m jealous because I did everything by the book and I’m 
stuck in some dead-end straight job making far less money than she does. What I’m not 
sure about yet is whether I want something bad to happen to me in the story or whether 
the irony of that would be just too heavy-handed. Maybe nothing bad happens to either of 
us. Maybe LeAnne just ends up being a little happier, a little more adventurous in her life 
with better clothes and a nicer car and a cooler apartment, and I remain her quietly 
resentful friend, almost hoping something bad will happen to her in order to justify my 
cowardice, my clinging to convention.  



 I think of how I’ll spend the morning writing up a draft of this story. 
{After he comes in my mouth, I go downstairs and start frying up the scrapple 

that lately Denny has taken to eating with his breakfast eggs. I have the chocolate-chip 
bagel, lightly toasted, and three mugs of straight black coffee.  

The morning email brings me news that another of my stories has been rejected. 
This one has been turned down by a publication called C4, or something like that; it’s a 
journal I never heard of, in any event.  Does that make it more or less depressing that they 
rejected me? Hard to say. I get instant revenge on them, though, by immediately sending 
them another story, this one three times as long and even more obviously unsuited to their 
needs. 

Then I take a shower and get dressed for my electrolysis appointment. Before we 
leave, I have lunch: a bowl of fresh fruit, five almonds, yogurt, and some tiny fennel-
flavored Italian pretzels that I dip in hummus. How I manage to gain weight on a diet like 
this I don’t know. 

We pick up Indian food for dinner later; at the supermarket we buy eggs, fruit, 
and paper towels. Actually, Denny does the shopping while I lie flat on my back under a 
high-intensity light talking about Baltimore with my electrolysist, a short, square woman 
of seventy with the smooth skin of an infant. She looms over me, looking through a 
magnifying lens for hairs to zap. The poor things. Each one is given a death sentence, 
then summarily electrocuted. 
 When it’s over, sitting in the passenger seat of Denny’s car, I smell singed.  

When we get home, Denny gives me my injection. (Wouldn’t you like to know?) 
He sticks the need into my right buttock, pats it, and then we kiss for a while, both of 
slightly, perversely turned-on. I think it might turn into sex but it doesn’t. 
 The rain starts and then stops. I sit in the window and paint my nails. I stretch out 
my legs and closely examine my toes. I decide that they don’t need to be re-polished just 
yet.} 

When I submitted this story to the summer writing workshop run by the semi-
famous writer he said, “I don’t understand why I’m reading this story.” 
 It seemed more unfair than usual that I was forbidden to say anything because no 
one else could or would answer the semi-famous writer’s question. It was just like sitting 
on the couch and watching that poor girl from Kentucky not being able to answer her 
interrogator. What I wanted to say is that you’re reading this story because it’s your job, 
numbnuts. Here I was the only one who knew the answer to the question and I wasn’t 
allowed to say a word.  
 Instead I had to sit there and say nothing with this great big plastic grin on my 
face to prove that what he was saying wasn’t tearing my guts out, but all the while I’m 
thinking, you small-cocked little rat sadist. Because he was enjoying it, you could tell. 
For him, it was like having a helpless victim tied to a chair to torture. It’s ironic, too, 
because he’s a good-looking older guy, kind of like Donald Rumsfeld, and as repulsive as 
I find him on one level, I’m actually hot for him on another.  That makes it all the more 
complicated as I’m forced to sit there mute unable to defend myself while he dissected 
me with his cruel critique.  
 “Don’t go back.” That was Denny’s advice. “Fuck’ em all.” This is his advice 
about a lot of things, as it so happens. I’m pretty sure it will be his attitude towards me if 
the time comes. I’m sure it will, too. That’s the thing about time; it always comes.  
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The Legend of Lago Desea 
Danielle Susi  
 

There’s always been a rumor that the lake at the bottom of the hill was filled with 
magic.  I’d heard from the other kids in the village that if you could hold your breath long 
enough to reach the bottom, whatever you desired most was there waiting for you.   
 I didn’t know anyone my age that could swim, but I did know that Orlando could.  
Orlando Ortiz Morales lived two blocks from me.  He worked as a waiter in the café in 
the center of the city, wiping the rings from wooden tables left by sweating bowls of 
pickled onion salsa.  He was seventeen, and looked older than his other friends.  When it 
was later in the evening, after the café had closed for the night, Orlando would mumble to 
himself, telling the dishtowel stories about personal things.  They were often simple 
things he wanted to remember, like the depth of his lover’s eyes or the lines in his 
mother’s skin.   
 I used to sneak out at night and walk quietly behind the trees down near the lake 
to watch the moon shine over the water.  I loved how the ripples distorted the light into 
silver diamonds that shimmered into the shore.  One night, I saw Orlando wading out into 
the water by himself.  He got as deep as his knees, and then stopped.  He rested his hands 
on his sides and hung his head, breathing so loudly I could hear him from almost fifteen 
meters away.  I thought that maybe I had heard him crying too. 
 Orlando had shared a secret with me a while ago, when I was eleven and he was 
sixteen.  No one else knew, and no one else ever could.  In Nicaragua, his secret meant 
fear for the both of us.  I remember that day; the day he told me.  I had walked into the 
small store next to the café he worked at to buy a piece of fruit, and I saw him down an 
alley with someone else.   
 Out of the corner of his eye, he saw me staring down that alley.  He pushed the 
other man’s hands away and walked toward me, but looking past me.  Looking around 
me.  He pulled me down into the alley a bit, out of the sunshine.   
 “You can’t tell anyone what you saw.  Not your friends, not your mother, no one.  
Do you understand that?” 
 I understood. 
 “Can I trust you?” His features stern but desperate. 
 I nodded my head yes.  

I would never tell anyone.  I would have rather died than tell anyone Orlando’s 
secret.  Orlando’s parents never sent him to school because his family needed the extra 
income from his job, but he was still the smartest person I had ever met.  He could read 
and write and speak eloquently.  He consumed any old book he could get his hands on, 
gobbling them up like sweet mangoes.  He could add up the prices in his head faster than 
the register in the café and he’d used old dictionaries to teach himself English and 
German.  He sometimes made a little money by teaching English to people in our village. 

I started wondering what it meant that I knew Orlando’s secret now.  He trusted 
me with something he knew could be dangerous for the both of us. 
 Orlando was different from all of the other kids his age in the village.  There was 
a feeling you got when he stood next to you or sat across from you; like you were the 
only person he had ever met in his whole life.  When he cleaned off the tables at the café, 
you could tell there was something he was thinking about. Something that stretched deep, 



the way a volcano stretched into the earth.  You could see past his eyes into his brain and 
watch it swell and contract with each thought.  
 One night, a Friday night, I journeyed over the short barbed-wire fence, past the 
dirt road, lined with pebbles and bits of broken glass bottles.  I stepped carefully with 
bare feet through the dry grass field that separated the back of our home from the small 
beach at the lake.  I let my toes grab the hard soil as I walked down the hill through the 
hard tree trunks and the leaves. 
 As I neared my spot covered by the trees, I heard Orlando and the other older kids 
from the village laughing and talking.  They held silvery cans and dark glass bottles in 
their hands.   
 And after too many toña, Luis turned to Orlando. 
 “If you’re such a good swimmer, let’s see you go to the bottom of the lake.” 
 “It’s dangerous at night,” Margine said. 
 “I can do it,” Orlando said.  All of them were a bit drunk. 
 A twig snapped underneath me, and I could feel the presence of a gecko in the 
slim tree behind me.  I held tight to a branch as I found my bearings, and heard more 
muffled laughs as Orlando began to remove his shirt and shoes. 
 I watched as he waded into the water, as I’d seen him do many times before.  He 
looked back at his friends with courage in his soul, and for just a fraction of a second, I 
thought I saw him look up to me, but with something else in his eyes.  Like we both knew 
something special.   
 He looked up to the moon for a moment, then took a deep breath and dove in.  His 
body’s submersion left tiny waves that echoed back to the shoreline.  They waited, and I 
waited, for Orlando to come back up.  I knew he had made it to the bottom.  And before 
his body finally reached the surface, I imagined what he saw there.   

For his sake, I pictured a world of acceptance. I pictured him and the man from 
the alley walking side by side down the streets without stares or threats.  I hoped for a 
vision of him being exactly who he was and feeling extraordinary.  I hoped that after he 
had stayed there just a bit too long, it was a place he might feel able to stay forever.   
 The next day, when news reporters had gotten wind of the drowning, they began 
to show up, driving in their big white, windowless vans.  Each crew pulled out camera 
equipment and some walked around to the different houses in the village for interviews.  
Many people, mostly older mothers or grandmothers, shut their doors.  His own mother 
turned the reporters away.  She said she had nothing to say to them and that they should 
respect the dead. 
 No one knew what Orlando had been searching for at the bottom of Lago Desea.  
No one but me. 
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To Love Her 
Maja Lukic 

 
 In the dark cavernous warehouse, his hand grazes hers as they stroll through the 
high-ceilinged space, surveying the various exhibits. Blue and red lights from a ceiling 
installation flash across her face, intermittently obscuring and illuminating her beautiful 
profile. The vast warehouse-cum-gallery is saturated with countless strange and colorful 
installations and their weary, sleep-deprived creators standing alongside. Aloof observers 
saunter by, carrying with them the heavy loads of cool discernment and measured half-
interest. 
 Oliver turns to him and speaks, inaudibly. Q leans in closer, lowering his head to 
her lips as she repeats her question with only the slightest irritated roll of her eyes: “I 
said, when we get outside, can I bum a cigarette?” 
 Q sighs at the familiarity of the inquiry. “No,” shaking his head gently. “No. You 
know you can’t smoke.” 

“I need one. I feel nervous.” 
“You know you can’t smoke.” 
“Are you serious?” Her voice angles louder in disgust and he pulls away, raising 

himself to his full height. Patiently embarking on well-worn terrain, he replies, “It 
decreases the effectiveness of your medications. That’s what your doctor said.” 

“First, keep it down in here. And second, I only want one!” She exclaims and 
turns away from him. 

They are on the brink of a mood shift. Like dark saturated clouds gathering over 
Manhattan skyscrapers, or the way he could always smell precipitation in the air on a 
cloudy day, he senses now that the storm they had staved off all evening was imminent.  

He tries to lighten the conversation. “You shouldn’t ask for things as if you’re 
entitled. What would your father say?” But she remains silent and turned away from him, 
ignoring his impotent attempt at humor. 

He is never certain whether denying her demands, as a tactic, is beneficial for her 
condition in the long run, though he supposed he could read more about it. There was an 
entire bookshelf devoted to people like Oliver at the Barnes & Noble near Union Square. 
He paused by it sometimes, reading the titles, his fingers gently grazing the smooth 
bindings of the books until he decidedly flipped one or two open only to set them back 
unread. Those authors, with their patronizing and ludicrously optimistic tones had not yet 
come across someone like Oliver. An absolute original. They had not sat up long nights 
with her answering her repetitive questions until her anxieties subsided and, worn out, 
she finally succumbed to tortured sleep.  

He points to a large screen in the far corner of the space, on which dark images 
flash rhythmically, in perfect synchronicity with lush, hypnotic beats emanating from a 
nearby speaker. “I thought those images were cockroaches at first but the more I look at it 
now, the more I think they’re actually human figures. See how some of them have heads? 
And arms and legs? Pretty awesome. Thoughts?” 

Oliver briefly glances at the installation and raises her eyebrows, unimpressed. 
She quietly drifts ahead of him and he allows her.  

His tastes in music and art had always gravitated toward the outré. Q, at his core, 
was a student of cool. His small studio apartment on the Upper West Side was 



consequently both a refuge and a point of pride. There were great jazz records and the 
saxophone he played in high school and college and never picked up again. And great 
books – a brief love affair with Cormac McCarthy took up an entire bookshelf. And then 
some random things he picked up at the Strand simply because the titles appealed to him. 
The fact of it was that only the bizarre and unconventional could hold his interest and 
keep his overactive mind from wandering every which way.  

Maybe that was why it had been so easy to fall in love with Oliver. Oliver and her 
collection of strange little dolls carefully positioned and propped up in every corner of 
her apartment, staring back at him with their plump shiny cheeks, grotesque smiles, and 
inquisitive little eyes. 

Oliver drifts back to him again, with purpose. “I really fail to understand why I 
can’t have one.” She persists. “I’m not going to start smoking again. I just want one 
tonight. One cigarette wouldn’t affect my meds.” 

Their night was rapidly drawing to a close. Although he wasn’t much older than 
her, he felt archaic. “Oliver, I don’t have cigarettes on me right now. But even if I did, 
you know you should not be smoking. Oliver – hey – you can’t.” 

“By denying me a single cigarette under the pretense of caring, you’re basically 
worse than my parents at this point. I think you all get off by telling me I can’t do 
things.” He can hear her voice clearly now, over the drone of ethereal musical 
soundscapes and hushed conversation, anger and petulant outrage underlying every 
delicate consonant. The twenty-six-year-old woman standing before him shrivels into a 
small, frightened child.   

“Smoking decreases the effectiveness of your meds by, like, 30% or something. 
And it makes you more anxious, not less! I’ve seen it. You’re not doing yourself a 
service, either way.” 

“I’m leaving. I’m going home. You are free to do whatever.” She fires back. 
It was lunacy to bring her all the way out here on this night and into a crowd at 

that. Crowds overwhelmed her on the best of days but Oliver had not slept well the night 
before. Dark shadows under her eyes were plum-colored stains on her pale, waxy skin, 
ringing her wide blue eyes. She had been edgy from the moment they left the apartment 
and was becoming more so with every passing minute.  

He sighs and levies one final attempt to salvage their evening. “Why don’t we 
check out the downstairs first? What’s down there?” 

“A bar.” She answers coldly. “Downstairs is a bar. But, please, let’s go down so 
you can tell me about all of the other things I’m not allowed to do. Remind me - what is 
the effect of alcohol on my meds?” 

“Let’s just go home.”  
“What did you expect? This isn’t a vegan brunch place in the Village – they’re 

not likely to have an extensive menu of organic cold-press juices downstairs.”  
“Drop it.” He says sternly and she, to his surprise, obeys.  
They make their way through the crowd and out into the sweltering July night. 

The sky is clear and the dark streets are strangely empty of cars or passengers. A relief 
from the manic hustle of Manhattan, which lies great and luminous just over the bridge. 
Only the crunch of broken glass on the sidewalk under their feet breaks the peace of the 
black-veiled street as they wordlessly trudge up the block toward the subway stop. 



Oliver occupied his every waking moment and drained every last ounce of his 
limited supply of focus and inspiration, whether or not she was physically present. Oliver 
-- condemned for life with her repetitive questions, demands, and rituals. Oliver, for 
whom constant attention, affection, and affirmation were never enough. Sweet Oliver, 
perpetually starting some new medication she claimed would change her entire life, only 
to announce weeks later that it was not working and she would stop the dosage, 
regardless of what that idiot of a doctor had to say.  

Oliver was his sole burden now and his alone at that. You have to weigh yourself 
to properly drown, he thinks with a tinge of guilt.  
 She is silent as they walk, glaring at the ground.  

When they reach the intersection and pause, she finally speaks, brushing her thick 
black hair back to one side as a nearby streetlight unmasks her delicately carved features. 
“I know I’m hard. I’m well aware. It’s OK that you hate me.” 

“I don’t hate you, Oliver.” He sighs, reluctantly embracing the routine of a 
conversation that was both familiar-old and depressingly new.  

“It’d be more honest to say that you do.” 
“I don’t hate you. I don’t. I worry about you all the time.” 
 “Fine. I’m not perfect now. But when I recover, I’ll be more than perfect --” Her 

voice trails off. He quickly nods, hoping she won’t continue. This, too, is a familiar 
refrain. 

Imaginary sirens foreboding storm warnings had by now ceased their wailing in 
his mind. Somehow they had escaped this evening unscathed. Tonight, the skies would be 
clear and her more terrible moods would not come.  

She looks sad and small standing amidst the graffiti and the cracked sidewalk that 
perilously juts up with jagged edges like a broken cheesecake. He feels guilty for being 
impatient with her.  

Q wants to reach out and touch her but his arms remain frozen by his side. He 
stands, waiting, and she stands next to him. The light changes but still they do not move.   

 
 “You moved it! ” she shrieks accusingly. “It’s messed up.” 
“I didn’t move it,” he says calmly.  
“You moved it!” She compels again, tears already forming in the soft corners of 

her eyes. 
“No, I didn’t. Oliver, I swear it hasn’t moved.” Hand gestures without purpose. 

He is pleading his case, putting on a defense, and calming her down at the same time. Q 
is exhausted and it is only morning. It is never a good sign when these things happen 
before noon. It forebodes a long day. And then all he can do is wait for her to fall asleep 
or for a new day.  

“It wasn’t like this before!” 
“Yes, it was. It was exactly like this.”  
The doll in question stares blankly at them from her position on the shelf, like a 

child caught between two feuding parents. A silent observer with no skin in the game.  
“Oliver, I didn’t even touch it. I wasn’t even close to it.” 
“You slammed the door too hard and the air moved it! I’ve asked you to be 

careful about that door!” She explodes.  



Q breathes in and out. “I was careful and it didn’t move. It’s exactly the way it 
was when you left it earlier.” 

“It is absolutely not. It’s all messed up. I hate it when her dress doesn’t line up. 
And now I have to fix it again and who knows how long that will take.” 

Hours – Q knew from experience. It could take hours. Because the difficulty with 
a doll’s dress – all fabric really – is that it never falls into place the same way twice. 
There are a million permutations, an infinite number of arrangements. And that’s not 
even accounting for wrinkles in the fabric. Because if you notice a wrinkle, you have to 
start over.   

“There is nothing to fix because it hasn’t moved.” He repeats gently. She’s 
bending over the doll, squinting, closely examining it. He tries to move in closer, too, but 
Oliver raises her hand. A hand that says: you’ve done enough. He backs away 
deferentially.  

The doll sits unblinking, her arms stiffly extended forward for a hug. She is the 
only doll in the room without a smile carved into her stiff porcelain face, as if in 
recognition of the severity of the situation.  

Her lips are sealed shut and she can neither contribute nor confirm the truth – she 
hadn’t moved. Q has to fight his battle alone.  

“Oliver, it looks fine. It looks good. Let’s take a break, get some juice, go for a 
walk.” She doesn’t respond so he continues. “I’ll make sure the windows are closed in 
here and we’ll close the door and then the air won’t be able to move them.”  

“I don’t want to go.” She dismisses him. “I need to make sure. Who knows? I 
may have to look at all of them now.” 

She is hunched over the doll, still examining the toy with all the delicate precision 
of a surgeon. Later, her back will be sore, muscles and tendons ripped apart by hours 
spent in this position.  

It hurts to watch her so Q backs away and slowly walks out of the bedroom. She 
doesn’t notice. 
 

Q rests his head back against the dirty wall of the train car as it rolls out of 
Lorimer St. station. There’s a snake on the L train. A young woman with a slim serpent 
coiled around her neck stands by the door at the far corner. The act hinges on a precarious 
agreement between snake and owner. But it’s illusory; the snake can breach at any time 
and tighten its grip.  

The train car is otherwise empty. The serpent, the girl, and Q ride along. If 
something happens to the girl, Q realizes, he will have to intervene. The girl stares at him 
with a slight provocation in the delicate arches above her eyes. He feels like a creep and 
looks away.  

At one point, before he met Oliver, there had been a vague, naïve ghost of a plan. 
To save up some money and move out to Bushwick where the rents were cheap and the 
studio spaces were great. Essentially, to join the creative diaspora of East Williamsburg – 
he knew that a burgeoning movement of great art was underway in that strange bare 
place. He needed to become a part of it to give his art credibility before it was too late 
and the vibrant art collectives migrated on to some grittier, more obscure milieu, leaving 
him behind.   



Q was a portraitist whose specialty was emblematic imagery of living people 
made to look like corpses. His small studio apartment is filled with portraits of friends, 
acquaintances and strangers he had seen on the subway – all water-colored into death. 

But he had not been able to paint for a while – not since Oliver. Not entirely 
accurate – he had tried to capture her once on his canvas. But the two-dimensional image 
of a peaceful dead girl was in such discord with the reality of her darkest moments that he 
was unable to complete the work. The painting lay unfinished, wrapped in cloth under his 
bed. It was a failed effort, the first of many after she arrived. 

Aside from the aforementioned image, there were living portraits of her, too, but 
none of those could be displayed either.  

Composition no. 13: Oliver in a green dress. Oil on canvas. Unfinished. She is 
floating in air and her eyes are colorless.  

Composition no. 27: Oliver on the beach, the tide coming in. Oil on wood. 
Unfinished; there is no sky yet. Just a girl on sand and some waves. Bad waves at that.   

Composition no. 45: Blank canvas. Completely unfinished. But ideas flash across 
the white screen like projector slides. Oliver in a giant dollhouse, dressed in doll’s 
clothing. Oliver and her body is a cube; a head on a giant cube; ridiculous. Oliver asleep 
at the bottom of an empty pool. But these ideas are only the Ganzfeld effect of staring at 
a blank canvas for hours. 

Pre-Oliver and post-Oliver are distinct markers on his lifeline and somewhere his 
plans of moving out to Bushwick had dissipated along with his clearest ideas. 

The train stops at the Bedford Ave. stop and the snake girl gets out with one final 
– what? – look at Q. Oliver had given him a look like that once last November – just 
before she ran for the balcony door. She had managed to get it open before his arms 
firmly gripped her emaciated waist and he deftly pulled her back inside, screaming and 
crying. Long tendrils of black hair wet with tears and sweat had whipped his cheeks as 
they both collapsed to the floor.  

He is relieved when the snake girl is gone.  
 
 We were together. I forget the rest.  
 He squints at broken lines of Walt Whitman on faded pages of his library copy, 
which lay open on the grass beside him. Q’s smudged fingerprints where the ink melted 
in the early afternoon sun.  
 He sits in the park alone surrounded by a shimmering mirage of strollers, dogs, 
beach blankets, musicians, and girls in high-waist airy skirts and crop tops. All around 
him is a human carousel of moving colors and he is frozen in its center. 
 
 
Maja Lukic graduated from Cornell Law School in May 2010 and received a B.F.A. in 
Acting from the Memorial University of Newfoundland in 2007. She is currently working 
as an attorney and writing in New York City. 
  



 
On Lunch 
Danny O’Neill 

 
The little place down the street serves sloppy, delicious bar pies for lunch. More 

than once a week, the highlight of my day occurs when I pick up the first hot slice and 
tear off a crispy, stringy, basil sweet bite. Consider today one of those days. 
 I have watched the clock exhaustively since early this morning when I realized I 
must make the trip. The monotony of the print shop in which I work inspires such 
behavior. Most days progress insufferably slowly in this manner, with machines droning, 
patterns repeating and numbers, numbers and more mind-numbing numbers crossing my 
eyes until days end. I didn’t pursue this position so much as I suppose I fell into it, but I 
don’t consider it permanent. I admit to having more than mere competency in my line of 
work. I confess I detest it. 
 When the clock strikes noon I have already reached the front door, the limen 
between banality and recuperation, even if only temporary. With the door closed behind 
me, the dull churning of printers recedes, replaced by the crackling sounds of internal 
combustion, foreign tongues competing for sonic real estate, and day old newspapers 
bullied by the wind. Electrons hum inaudibly in wires underground and overhead, 
carrying voices unseen to and from various telephonic devices, transmitting specially 
created images across time and space to screens in countless homes, and illuminating 
virtually every store front I pass. 
 My destination lies in the heart of the city. Despite an outstanding menu and 
favorable locale, the little place remains off most people’s radar. Most often I sit through 
an entire meal in solitude, but not so today. In fact, I have never seen a larger lunch 
crowd. 
 Some people appear to discuss the food, and most meals leave their tables fully 
consumed; those that do not almost inevitably return in a brown paper bag. The dining 
room buzzes with the energy of satisfied people engaged in conversation and the clientele 
seem genuinely pleased. The din disguises their potential misfortune. 
 Somewhere above our heads, obscured by dropped acoustic ceiling tiles sit wires 
feeding magnets, which in turn move diaphragms at certain frequencies at certain 
frequencies, thereby pushing sounds into the vast open room – negative, awful sounds 
determined to devour the mood an shit loathing upon the unsuspecting crowd. 
 I dine alone, privy to every hollow note and weightless lyric, the price paid for 
abstaining from human company and the inevitability of droll conversation. I excel at 
droll conversation. I abhor droll conversation. 
 I finish my lunch quickly, making it difficult to ignore the unfavorable song 
selections. The soundtrack to my meal most notably consisted of a generic, chart-topping 
love song from about fifteen years ago. Supposedly, the lyrics recount the story of some 
Shakespearean tragedy, and I recall I knew many people who just loved the song at the 
time of its release. Between the T.V., the radio, and everyone I knew then I must have 
heard that song no fewer than one hundred or so million times in fifteen years. 
Everything about it strikes me as unmemorable, perhaps for its formulaic predictability, 
or perhaps because I never read the play. Come to think of it, I can’t recall having ever 
read any play by Shakespeare. The man himself, or at least the inflated legend he has 



become, strikes me as largely overrated. Still, despite my feelings for it, I find I could 
sing every word in the song, if I cared to. I despise this fact. 
 I come to realize that nearly every song I have heard hails from the same era, and 
with few exceptions, I know most or all of their lyrics too. Put in that context, I feel 
almost ashamed. For all of my distaste for such recycled, regurgitated blather I feel at 
once powerless to its influence. It permeates the filters I use to insulate myself, forging 
synapses in my brain better allotted to anything else. 
 So many valuable synapses wasted storing awful song lyrics and melodies, or the 
names of regrettable sitcom characters and those of the mediocre actors who portrayed 
them, or the secret pass-codes to the countless video games I played as a kid, or my high 
school sweetheart’s favorite designers. So many valuable electrons, firing off nerve 
endings, igniting synapses in my brain and following wasted paths to useless information. 
I swear I’d be a genius if I locked myself in a bunker underground and severed all ties 
with the world above. 
 A sudden noise from the kitchen interrupts my thoughts. My attention turns 
toward the direction of the disturbance, but a wall obscures my view. Instead, I see my 
waitress seated alone at an empty table in a vacant section near the kitchen. She appears 
to read something I can’t identify, because I see her lips moving softly. I watch more 
closely and discover that her lips move in sync with the song playing, arousing my 
curiosity. She pays no mind to her surroundings, allowing me anonymous observation. 
Her body begins to sway in rhythm, and I glean she may actually enjoy what she hears. 
 I have time remaining before I have to return to work, but I don’t care to sit alone 
any longer, or suffer the dreadful sounds invading my head as part of a systematic plan to 
kill me slowly by means of insanity. 
 At this point I sit up straight in my chair, my gaze intent, hoping to catch her 
attention. Within a moment she looks up to see me and makes her way toward my table. 
She walks confidently, if not briskly, maintaining a neutral expression. She wears dark 
make up, but only subtly and only around her eyes. She has paid good money for her 
haircut, which makes every attempt to convince me that she couldn’t be bothered to tend 
to it. It doesn’t fool me, but I like it just the same. The universal restaurant-issue collared 
white button down shirt falls loosely from her shoulders and chest, while her predictably 
black pants flow elegantly to a gentle flare from her thighs. Despite their best efforts, 
both fail to conceal her stunning figure. 
 I want to fuck her. 
 I realize I will make little if any attempt to do so. I begin to smile as she draws 
nearer. 
 “All finished?” she asks. 
 “Yes ma’am.” 
 “How was everything?” she smiles. She looks toward me but through me, her 
eyes fixed on a point on the wall four feet behind my head. 
 I feel a bit flirtatious. “The food was great, as always. But today I preferred the 
service.” 
 I watch her face when I say this. In an instant, her pupils dilate and refocus as her 
cheeks suddenly change color. She shifts her stance and replies with a coy smile, “Well 
hopefully you’ll keep coming back for that. I’m glad you enjoyed it.” 



 With that she could easily just take my plate and leave, but she lingers long 
enough to create a pause I feel obligated to fill with words. 
 “So, you’re a fan of that song I see. I haven’t heard that one in years. I’m 
surprised you even know it. That song must have been the biggest hit of the year. It was 
number one for weeks.” 
 All those wasted synapses and meaningless electrons now work to redeem 
themselves, to prove more than just wasted space. 
 The color in her cheeks changes once again, this time to a shade of slight 
embarrassment. “Oh, you saw that,” she giggled nervously. “I didn’t think anyone was 
watching. I love that song!” I choose not to tell her that every male in the room with a 
functioning penis had watched her every move for the past half hour or more. I don’t care 
to scare her away. 
 “I tried not to stare too much, I promise,” I tell her with a laugh. “I guess I’m just 
surprised. You don’t even look old enough to remember that song.” She laughs in turn 
and informs me that she’s old enough, alright, and that she expects an additional fifteen 
percent tip for providing the entertainment above and beyond the table service. I tell her 
she’s worth every penny before she disappears into the kitchen with my plate. 
 I am an insatiable flirt, and a charlatan. 
 In the waitress’s absence, I think of my wife. Perhaps I won’t suggest this place to 
her. 
 
 
Danny O’Neill moonlights as an amateur writer and musician in his current home of 
Somerset, New Jersey. Somewhere between the drudgery of his day job, the chaos of life 
at home with a six year old son and the somber duty of tending to his ailing mother, 
Danny finds inspiration behind the drum kit and on the empty page, playing songs and 
recording stories about the wonders and misfortunes of this brave human existence. 
Danny hopes to one day see the world from its highest natural vistas.  



Telephone Operator Romance 
Zachary Lussier 
 
 It was not originally apparent to the girl how much he loved the telephone. She 
should have been skeptical when he insisted the telephone come to bed with them the 
first time he made love to her. Now, thinking back on it, he was probably on the 
telephone the whole time in his mind. Putting his lips up to it and talking into it, 
imagining his words coming out of a similar machine a thousand miles way. Imagining 
this while he fucked her, and called it "making love." It was more like a pleasant 
conversation through wires. How are you doing? Fine. 
 Their foreplay had been like dialing a phone. One of those rotary dial phones. He 
would place his fingers along her spine, or on her breasts, or her face. And it was like he 
was dialing a complicated phone number he had written down somewhere and couldn't 
quite remember. And his own stubbornness made him refuse to try and find the piece of 
paper he had written it down on, even though it would be faster than dialing the wrong 
number a thousand times. She had never realized it, but it was true. That this is how it 
was each time. And the dial would spin back into place, and he would finally think he got 
it right and she would pick up and say: Hello? 
 And then he would go down on her. And the way he did this was just like how 
one talks into a phone. But it came across as silence from his end and she would ask 
again into the abyss of the receiver she was holding, which she didn't even realize she 
was holding: Hello? And when there was no answer this time, she would hang up and 
remember she was making love, and forget the dream of having a phone conversation; 
the dream he had constructed around them like a telephone booth.  
 So, he would dial again by reaching for her breasts. She would feel his hands 
there and the dream would begin again. This time, when she said "Hello?" there was a 
reply. Another "Hello?"  
 His. 
 "How are you?" 
 "Good..." 
 "That's good," expecting to be asked how he was doing. 
 "What's up?" 
 "Nothing," entering her vagina. 
 Then the conversation became officially awkward, and the fact that he was inside 
of her was like the elephant in the room, which is not how sex should ever be. 
 But still, it carried on like an awkward silence over the phone, which we have all 
felt before at some time in our long and distant lives. 
 If only she had realized it sooner! 
 All those times he called her couldn't have been anything more than a reason for 
him to use the telephone.  
 "Hello?" 
 "Hello?" 
 "It's me." 
 "Oh, hi." 
 "How are you?" 
 "Fine." 



 "Only fine?" 
 "Yes." 
 "Do you want to do something with me?" 
 "Sure." 
 "What do you want to do?" 
 "I don't care." 
 "Oh." He came. 
 That's why she had to get out of it. The telephone was always ringing in their 
relationship and he was always there to pounce on it. He loved the telephone more than 
he could ever love her. She knew it, he knew it, the telephone company probably knew it! 
She couldn't take it anymore.  She picked up the telephone and, with a passion she had 
never before conjured in the span of their relationship, threw it across the room at him. 
 
 
Zachary Lussier attended the Jack Kerouc School for Disembodied Poetics. He currently 
occupies his time traveling and writing. This is his first publication.  
  



Something Like Freedom 
Joe Marchia 
 
The day I graduated from college, I stood for a long time in the bathroom. I studied the 
mirror for signs of adulthood, as I had not done since I started puberty. I checked to see, 
if in some way, the event had left any physical markers. Maybe I had developed a wrinkle, 
or my facial hair had developed into the five o’clock stubble I saw on action heroes. I 
squinted at every spot and blemish on my skin looking for change. I stretched and folded 
my body into different postures, wondering if maybe I had transformed. While washing 
my hands I recited every line of poetry I had retained, and when that finished, recounted 
theories and the name of every president I could name from George Washington on, as if 
it were an incantation. When I came to terms that no, I had not, I shut the sink and left. 
 
Waiting outside was my older brother, John. John had left the city for Arizona four years 
ago and built a house with his girlfriend, Karen. They had met at a rave while he was still 
getting in trouble with our parents. John was the kind of older brother who keeps your 
mom up late at night wondering where he is, only to have him show up drunk or high 
with some girl. One of the girls stuck, and she was Karen. 
 
“Zack, I’m proud of you.” He said a tone familiar to me only through my dad. 
“For what?” I said. 
“Don’t be an idiot,” he smiled, “for skydiving. For graduating, jackass.” 
 
 I was the first of my family to graduate, and so for them it carried mystique, prestige and 
the implicit promise of success. Not success as measured by say, Bill Gates, but success 
on a more basic level- the American Dream. 
 
“It’s nothing,” I said despondently, “I just did all the work I had to do.”  
“You know,” he said, “I could never have done it. Sometimes I wish I could go back, you 
know, for Karen and all, but, what are you gonna do?” he said shrugging, indicating it 
was a divine mandate for resignation.  
 
We both looked over to Karen, who at the moment was in what looked like a wild and 
exciting conversation with our mother. Karen has a knack for making our mother move 
dramatically, as if possessed by a younger and freer version of herself.  
 
“I’ll be right back buddy,” he said going into the bathroom and tapping me on the 
shoulder in a way that made me cringe slightly. It makes me cringe to be touched at all, 
though John never takes notice. 
 
It’s not that I don’t like John; on the contrary, I love him. But in the subsequent years 
since he moved we had become strangers. Strangers who had shared so much, and yet 
could not bridge that past to the now.  
 
“Zack!” Karan called out as I walked towards my seat. “I’m happy for you!”  
“I’m happy too.” I said. 



 
She leaned in, oblivious that she had abruptly left the conversation with my mother. 
 
“John and I have to give you something, but we can’t here. Come with us after the dinner, 
that’s it. That’s all I can say now.” She gestured a “shush” that my mother ignored. I 
nodded seriously as though it were the most important assignment, a final test of my 
ability. 
 
When John got out of the bathroom Karen’s face lit up. It was clear they were madly in 
love, or mad and in love, or if nothing else, they were to each other the reason to wake up. 
Like the house they had built, they had created a safety in one another’s company. 
 
I pulled out my phone, which provided for me a place to glance without staring. My 
friend Bill texted me. “What are you doing after?” “Nothing,” I replied,” I just need to do 
something with my brother first. Should be quick.” 
 
“What are you doing now?” a voice to my left called out. It was my aunt. 
“Nothing,” I said. 
“No plans for work?” she said, a bit concerned. 
“Oh,” I realized, “I think I’m going to apply to a bunch of newspapers.” 
“Hmm” she said, “your uncle used to write for the papers. Actually, he used to deliver 
them as a boy. You don’t do newspaper routes anymore, right? That’s kind of an old 
thing?” 
“Yeah,” I agreed, “I guess it is.” 
 
In truth, I did not know about what I would do now. The thought of a job filled me with 
anxiety. I had told myself to get through the semester, and things would be clearer. I 
assumed fate would fill in the blanks. Was this it? I had always felt that amazing things 
would happen to me. I imagined my life, now, as it looked. I drew a blank. 
 
We finished up dinner. My parents gave a toast. “To the future,” they said. Karen lifted 
her glass of wine and finished it all, ritualistically. John did the same. And then, so did I. 
 
After we paid, we left the restaurant. John told my parents that he and Karen were taking 
me out to celebrate at a bar. 
 
“Do not drink and drive,” my dad warned. 
“I will be sober as the day I was born,” John said smirking.  
 
We got into the car. Bill texted me again. “Text me when you want to come over.” 
“Okay.” 
 
We got into the car and almost immediately John drove off. Karen looked in his direction, 
and even though she said nothing it was as if they were speaking already. 
 
“Alright,” John said. 



“What’s the surprise?” I asked. 
 
Karen turned around in the passenger seat. 
 
“Have you ever done molly?”  
“That’s ecstasy, right?” I asked. 
“Not really. Not exactly.” John said. 
 
I had tried ecstasy once and barely felt anything. My friends told me it was impossible 
that I didn’t feel it, but I didn’t.  
 
Karen reached into her purse and took out three clear pills with white powder in them. 
She fed John one as he was driving and washed her own down with Poland Spring. 
 
“He takes it without water,” she said. “He’s like a garbage disposal.” 
 
John smashed his teeth together making machines noises.  
 
She passed a pill to me and I held it. Karen stared intently until I decided to put it in my 
mouth. I bit. 
 
“It’s bitter,” I said slurring with the taste. 
“You’re not supposed to bite it. Take water.” She offered. 
 
I gulped it down and immediately felt better. I had nothing to lose. No destination for 
which I was headed and no deadline to meet. It was something like freedom.  
 
We went to a bar John used to take me to when he still lived here. I was seventeen, and 
he was twenty-three. He would tell me how to pick up women there. It turns out there are 
many techniques, and some of them passed down in the hope that each person and each 
other person only needs to know the right things to say and then they could fuck. I told 
John I didn’t want to use his technique, it sounded mechanical.  
 
“You can play it by ear, but you’ll have to learn from scratch,” he had said, “I was trying 
to spare you the shame of your first few strike-outs.  But, you know what, rite of passage, 
huh?” 
 
 I started to get a familiar feeling creeping up my spine as we walked in, as if we had all 
been on vacation and just now got home. The stale smell was potently soothing. 
 
We all ordered drinks. John gave me a nodding approval for ordering whiskey. After I 
finished mine, Karen gave me a hug without warning. John waited until she was done to 
speak. 
 
“Zack, you’re a great brother.” John said. 
“Why is that?” I asked. 



“Because you’re doing something. This is what it’s all about; you’re going to make 
something of yourself. You’re the good kid.” 
“Thanks. I’m not really a kid though.” I said. 
“Shit, you’re right,” he said, “not a kid.” 
 
Karen smiled until her face looked strained. He put his arm on my shoulder and I 
returned it, reluctantly. The summer warmth had overpowered everything. It felt like we 
were blooming with it. 
 
I excused myself to use the bathroom. After I finished I stood in front of the mirror, again, 
this time completely fascinated. I leaned in really close and then pulled back pretending 
that I startled myself. Then I put my hands up against the glass and pressed my forehead 
to my forehead. I stared at myself with a guilty grin. 
 
I remembered Bill waiting in his apartment. It wasn’t too far from here. Come to think of 
it, I had met Bill one night I came to this bar without John. He bought me a drink because 
we had gone to the same high school. We didn’t know each other because he was a senior 
when I was a freshman. I wasn’t the type of freshman that hung out with seniors.  
 
“What if I was your friend in high school,” he once asked me, “would you still have had 
that bad spell?” 
“I think it’s a chemical thing,” I said, “its hormones and neurotransmitters and all that.” 
“But if I was your friend, you’d have had different brain waves,” he insisted. 
“No, I don’t think it works like that.” 
“Oh, it definitely does.” 
 
When I returned from the bathroom I told John and Karen I had to go. I said it had been 
fun but I had made plans before and didn’t expect to be this long. 
 
“Stay a bit, man, we only just got here.” John said. 
“Don’t leave already!” Karen agreed. “I want you to stay!” 
“Shit, invite him here!” John said. 
“I guess, yeah, I guess there are no laws against that.”  
 
I decided his apartment was close enough to run the distance. There was no barrier with 
time. There was only the distance I had to go. I ran the five blocks to his apartment. The 
exercise seemed too easy. All these years I had been neglecting my body’s capabilities. 
 
I rang his buzzer, feeling unstoppable. He buzzed me in. I ran up the flights of stairs to 
his apartment.  
 
“Are you training for a marathon?” he joked. 
“No. Oh you’re joking, got it.” I said. I went for the hug. “People don’t hug enough,” I 
said. 
“They don’t. Don’t take this the wrong way, are you drunk?” he asked. 
“I took molly,” I said.  



“The drug molly, or . . .”  he left the implication hanging. 
“Yes,” I rubbed my scalp slowly, “the drug molly.” 
“Good.” He smiled. 
 
We sat down on his leather couch. Sitting was preferable to standing. Much more so. 
Standing always seems to imply impermanence. I could be leaving any minute. But 
sitting was like Zen activity. It was always so present. It was a meditation.  
 
“I think I should read up on Buddhism,” I said. 
“You’re not going off to a monastery on me, are you?” he said. 
 
The atmosphere was cozy. There were no real restrictions; nothing universal that could 
stop me but gravity.  
 
He sat next to me and put on the television.  
 
“I don’t want to watch TV,” I said, “Actually, I quit TV. There’s too much going on in 
real life. We don’t need it.” 
“Alright Plato,” he turned it off. “No more caves for us.” 
 
We sat in silence, but a happy silence. I could say anything in theory, and therefore I said 
nothing. It was the law of reverse effect. The more I could say the less I could choose. 
Everything hung on my word and thus was too profound to even begin. 
 
“Does this feel okay?” he asked putting his hand on my leg. I nodded without feeling. He 
moved his hand up to my stomach and rubbed it. It felt exactly the same as it not being 
there. 
 
“That reminds me of what kids do. When they want to say they’re hungry.” I rubbed my 
scalp some more. 
“Are you hungry?” he asked. 
 
I shook my head no, like a child. 
 
“You’re never going to be in my head. And I will never be in yours, but that’s okay.” 
 
He had reached into my pants before I started to speak again. 
 
“Let’s not do anything.” I said. “I want to talk.” 
 
“What about?” He said. It was alienating to not be understood, but the urge to return to 
the bar was weak now. Even if John and Karen were waiting. Even if the whole world 
was waiting it made no difference. The world was always turning and in its inertia I knew 
I could not move at all. I was centered, even if I was not geometrically in the center, I 
was there  
 



“How does it feel to be done with school?” he asked adjusting his position to the other 
side of the couch. 
“A bit surreal. Kind of nauseating, like I’m in free fall.” I held my head like I had vertigo. 
“In a good way?” he asked. 
 
I paused for a bit. I chewed on my bottom lip, no doubt making my front teeth look huge. 
 
“Bill, can you tell me your life story?” I asked. 
“My life story?” he responded amused, “my whole life?” 
“Yeah. I want to hear your life story.” 
“From birth?” he asked teasingly. 
“Maybe,” I said, “if that’s where you want to start.” 
“Can you tell me yours after?” he asked. 
“Sure.” 
 
Then, though we talked in words, we spoke of things that cannot be described. We spoke 
in all the languages of the world, even sign language, even body language, because 
nothing could be left out. 
 
When we had exhausted everything, Bill went to sleep on the couch. It was a deep sleep 
and I could tell it was only the sleep of completion. And in a matter of minutes I came 
down from the high. 
 
I was in the real world again. It was not as bright as before. I realized I had been all the 
things I thought I had transcended. I was tired, I was hungry, I was thirsty, I was lonely. 
There would always be need as long as I lived. It was complex and yet the first and 
foremost truth. 
 
When I slept that night I slept dreamlessly. It was just like being dead. Maybe for all 
intents and purposes it was death, in a small dose. It was easy to die, and thus it was easy 
to live.  
 
 
Joe Marchia is an author and artist. His writing has been featured or is forthcoming 
in Citizens for Decent Literature, Instigatorzine Magazine, Foliate Oak Literary 
Magazine, The Beatnik, Milk Sugar Literature, Emerge Literary Journal, Two Hawks 
Quarterly, The Earthbound Review and Quail Bell Magazine His e-book, For Whatever 
and Whenever: Collected Poems and Fragments, was published in 2013. His novella, 
Time, is currently unpublished. 
 
  



Author Spotlight 
Joe Marchia talks to Meeah Williams 
 
In this issue’s Author Spotlight I talk to author Meeah Williams. Talking with Meeah I 
feel an almost instant artistic kinship. Her story stuck out in my mailbox early on, and her 
poetry was so interesting and striking I had to include it as well. I was happy when she 
agreed for a short interview, in which we discussed fiction, poetry and got pretty 
existential to boot. 
 
Joe: I guess my first question would be: why do you write? Is there some kind of 
intellectual pull you feel towards writing as an art form? Or is it something instinctive to 
you? Both? 
 
Meeah: The first thing I ever wrote was a poem. I gave it to my mother to read. She was 
in her bedroom at the time, where she so often seemed to be in those days, lying on the 
bed, watching reruns of old sitcoms. It was a terribly dark depressing poem, something 
no 10 year old should ever write, all about shadows and failure and solitude and death. 
My mother read it through and asked me who wrote it, Edgar Allan Poe? I said, no, I 
wrote it and she started sobbing. 
 
I didn't clearly perceive it then, but I realize it now that I was trying to reach my mom in 
some way, any way that I could. She was terribly depressed herself at the time, her 
marriage to my father falling apart in the worst possible way, and she wasn't very 
available, emotionally or any other way, to me or my brother. I was trying to tell her that 
I needed her; it didn't really work, by the way. I guess that's when I learned the limits of 
language and literature and that not every story has a happy ending. 
 
Although I rather hate to admit it, would rather think that there was some great 
intellectual artistic purpose for why I started writing, I suspect that the real reason, the 
original reason, and to a great extent, still the reason why I write is that I'm still trying to 
do something as basic as communicate and what I'm trying to communicate is something 
too big, too complicated, too incommunicable for me to express in any other way than by 
writing, because, for one thing, I'm really not much of a talker.  
 
I once read an article written by a bird expert who said that one theory of why birds sing, 
what a bird "means" when it sings is simply this: "I am here where are you?" That when 
you're walking under a tree full of birds singing that's what they're all saying: "I am here 
where are you?" I think that's one of the saddest, most beautiful things I've ever heard and 
I think that's what I'm doing when I write. I'm saying the exact same thing, "I am here 
where are you?" though it often doesn't sound as pretty.    
 
Joe: That's a beautiful analogy! I think I hypothesize art is a form of communication. But 
I'm always fascinated by how artists become artists, because I think it shows poetry and 
stories communicate in ways that our everyday language and everyday situations do not. 
It's been a great cliche' that pain creates art. So it makes sense that your first poem would 
be from a painful situation. But I also feel, as you said, that it's a way of trying to 



communicate things that are so ineffable and complicated about being a person that it 
needs to come out in some heightened expression. Like in the way birds are saying "I am 
here, where are you?" it's also like art and artistic dialogue between people is saying 
"hey, I'm here. I am in this body, living this life, feeling these things- where are you? 
What are you feeling?"  
 
I guess to tie it into your story, one of the reasons I particularly liked: "The Things I 
Think About While Giving Head" was because it was so human and (as they say) real. 
The narrator has such a rich inner-life that she seems so real-life to me. She's not just 
doing stuff, she's reflecting. When she's giving head she's having all these thoughts like 
"hmmm breakfast, publishing, friendship, sexuality, the future. . . " and so on. She's 
having this physically intimate moment, but all the while she's also alone in her head.  
 
Here is another formal question: What authors do you read? 
 
Meeah: Well this is one of those questions that five minutes after you answer it you 
smack yourself on the head and say "Duh-uh! How can I possibly have forgotten so-and-
so!!!" So with that in mind here is a list of authors who have been, are, and in some cases, 
will be important to me in only somewhat particular order: 
 
The French Phase: Camus, Baudelaire, Genet, the Surrealists: Breton, Artaud, etc. and the 
so-called proto-surrealists: Lautreamont &  Rimbaud. 
 
The Robert Bly Leaping Poetry Phase. 
 
The Unavoidable Sylvia Plath Phase. 
 
The Samuel Beckett Phase (always in the background) 
 
The Scary/Creepy William S. Burroughs Phase 
 
The Comics Phase: R. Crumb, George Herriman, Lynda Barry, Neil Gaiman 
 
Then there is the Old Standby Phase, including Virginia Woolf and Anais Nin 
 
The Short-Lived but Extremely Bloody Clive Barker Phase 
 
The Similarly Short-Lived but Extremely Bloody Bret Easton Ellis Phase which segued 
into a brief but even more intense Chuck Palahniuk (can anyone be reasonably expected 
to know how to spell that name?) Phase  
 
More recently the Anita Brookner, A.S. Byatt, Cynthiz Ozick Phase. How do you get 
from William S. Burroughs to Anita Brookner? (Dumbfounded look on my face) 
 
The Julian Barnes and Martin Amis Phase 
 



The Michel Houellebecq Phase that ended only when I stopped wanting to kill myself. 
 
The Postmodern Phase starring William Gass (Happy Birthday, he's 89 today!) and 
Robert Coover. 
 
Even more recently, its been an Amy Hempel Phase. 
 
The Philosophical Phase during which I hardly understood what I was reading but by 
means of no doubt misunderstanding yielded some great ideas. This phase featured 
Georges Bataille (philosophical works and fiction) and Gilles Deleuze/Felix Guattari. 
 
Right now I'm passing through a Stephen Dixon Phase. Can it really be a "phase" when 
you've only read half a book of the man's short stories? Still, I liked them a lot. Could be 
a phase-in-the-making. Last night I was reading James Salter for the first time, only two 
short stories, but I feel another Phase coming upon me.  
 
I predict a Clarice Lispector phase in the not-too-distant future, the result of a Carole 
Maso phase in the near-past. 
 
I feel an intense preoccupation with Pataphysics coming over me. At least I hope that's 
what it is. 
 
People I forgot but remember now at the last possible moment before clicking "send": 
William Blake 
David Markson 
Stewart Home 
ee cummings 
Fernando Pessoa 
Bruno Schultz 
Franz Kafka 
Aleister Crowley. 
 
Joe: Interesting you break it down into phases- and then also mention they're 
chronological. I remember in high school I had a whole phase with The Beat Generation, 
then I had a Symbolist phase that sort of grew out of the Beat phase. So I was sort of 
reading Rimbaud through the lens of say, Allen Ginsberg. Then I had many subsequent 
phases (Russian existentialists, Romantic poets, Modernists, Dirty Realism) that seem to 
have just popped up at times. It's only within the last year or two, however, that I've been 
obsessed with the short story. So writers like Lorrie Moore and Junot Diaz are on my 
brain even though I have a background in poetry. Which leads to another question: what 
do you see as the relationship between poetry and the short story? Are they two different 
manifestations of the same creative drive? Or are we comparing apples and oranges here? 
 
Meeah: See? Its just as I predicted!! How could I have forgotten Dostoyevsky!!! He was 
a huge influence at a certain point. "Crime and Punishment" and "The Brothers 
Karamazov" especially. Just huge. So huge I forgot all about it. 



 
I'm like you, also, in coming to the short story rather late in the game. One problem was 
that I never cared for linear narrative. And this is because I could never write a story 
using a linear narrative, until relatively recently, and even now it can be a challenge. I 
just don’t naturally see things in a linear way. I think linear thinking is just a habit, a 
useful evolutionary tool for getting things done in the world, but not a real picture of 
reality, and writing stories in that way can be a form of adding to the conditioning. I 
recall this as a problem even writing poetry in graduate school, because the big thing then 
was narrative poetry. So I couldn't escape narrative even in poetry class. I was writing 
surrealistic image-driven stuff and no one could understand what I was doing because 
they were all writing poems about everyday stuff like watching their dad shaving or life-
changing moments like their mom dying of cancer or whatever. Basically they were 
writing short stories whose lines were broken up into stacks to look like poetry. My 
poems were meant to be "seen," they weren't "about" anything in particular, or they were 
about everything, or a thousand different things... but I couldn't really explain that to 
anyone so that it made sense. I still can't. And it seemed to me most of the poetry journals 
were publishing the kind of story-poems I can't write that well and most still do and so I 
just kind of got bored with poetry in general. Brion Gysin said that painting was 50 years 
ahead of writing and he said this probably 50 years ago and since then I think maybe 
writing caught up a few years, so now its only about 45 years behind painting. That's 
what got me interested in comics, by the way, and other graphic arts that include text: 
altered books, artist books, mail art, etc.  
 
Anyway, I'd prefer now not to think in terms of "this is a poem" or "this is a story." Even 
though this is the way most of the rest of the publishing world still thinks of these things, 
and they do so, I suppose, for marketing reasons as much as anything else. I'd prefer to sit 
down and just do something and whatever it comes out to be at the end...that's what it is. 
It's a text, or a text with pictures, scribbles, lipstick stains, grocery store receipts, doodles. 
We really ought to remember why they called it a "novel" in the first place. Because it 
was supposed to be "novel."  
 
But I'm digressing terribly. And if you want to write the way I'm suggesting chances are 
very good that you're never going to get published anywhere. So at least some of the time 
I try my best to write a story that somehow conforms to what most editors will think of as 
a "story" and its nice when it works. It's like proving I can be a part of the human race, 
after all. That I'm not living entirely in my own private Idaho. Because a short story is the 
most stringent kind of narrative; even in a novel you can get away with more, be looser 
with plot and narrative, play it faster and looser and no one will notice. In a short story, 
you notice everything. So it’s the hardest thing of all for me to write. I think it could be 
the hardest thing for anyone to write.  
 
I haven't read Lorrie Moore or Junot Diaz, though I've been meaning to since all you hear 
nowadays from practically everyone who should know is about how great they are! So I'll 
have to put them on my shortlist, which is always pretty long! 
 



Joe: Wow! That's a great point about narrative- I think it kind of articulates the problems 
I had with narrative. That in the past I always felt as though the idea that life unfolds like 
A, B, C, D, is sort of reductive. It's way more messy and vague than that. But I think I've 
reconciled it by using narrative in a more realistic way. Because to an extent we all do 
story-telling to ourselves. So for myself, I try and write stories that are like that. They 
have some linear form, and also some chaos. They're part narrative and part impression. 
Why should the two be at war?  
 
So part of my goal at Vagabond City is to publish things that change some of the 
preconceptions about stories or even poems. To kind of show there's nothing wrong 
certain types of writing. To use your quote, nobody would say about Van Gough that he 
did a poor job capturing a starry night. It's got enough formal-structure that we can tell 
what it is, but it's also got all those vague impressionistic swirls and patterns. It's my hope 
that readers respond to writing in the same way. They can look at the weirdness and 
the idiosyncrasies of life and embrace them. I think that moment of recognition is 
important. To return to our bird analogy it's that moment of: "Oh, there you are!" 
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