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“Come with me,” said the man in shine brown leather shoes. 
“Nah. Here’s my resignation letter,” she said. She was smiling. 
She had crooked lower teeth.   
“That’s okay. Just leave when you’re all set.”  
“Nah, take it. I wrote it when I was hired.”  
He bent down a little and leaned over her desk, “You wrote it 
two years ago?” His eyebrows were raised.   
“Yup!”  
“With today’s date and everything?”  
“Yup!”  
She was still smiling.
 

*** 

As far as rebellions go, a book like this might not seem like it 
can stir up a fuss, let alone start a fire, let alone start a war. 
It doesn’t describe rage or walls. It doesn’t attack or defend. 
It will also just as likely not look like a guide to a brave new 
world. It’s too lighthearted to be educational and conversely, 
too educational to be lighthearted. What it might resemble in-
stead, is a ‘nah’ whispered by a young lady with crooked teeth.
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“Yes, let’s do that” agreed 
the whole of human history.

“Let’s walk with haste towards 
clearer skies,” said those that 
were before us.
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History has always warned us, contemporary artists (and perhaps 
the rest of creative humanity too). For example, in 1606, after kill-
ing the young Ranuccio Tomassoni in a fight, Michelangelo Merisi 
da Caravaggio fled Rome for Naples and then for Malta. It prob-
ably didn’t occur to him that he’d soon have to flee Malta for Sicily 
and then Sicily for Naples and then Naples for his original start-
ing point, Rome. He literally went in circles. Now on his return, af-
ter four years away, he was scheduled to present three of his last 
paintings to the Pope’s brother as gifts to secure his pardon. Three 
days later, however, a private newsletter from Rome to the Ducal 
Court of Urbino reported that he was dead. Though he was influ-
ential, at one time being the most acclaimed artist in Rome, Naples 
and Malta, his death eventually led to the evaporation of his fame 
and, quite naturally, the disappearance of his works.        

Doesn’t this sum up perfectly the spiritual situation of the mod-
ern artist? Now two things should be added here: one, during the 
Renaissance, symbolically wounding or killing an enemy in a fight 
was considered honorable; two, pardons were often given around 
Europe for dueling behaviour. It’s within this cultural context that 
we’re almost forced to ask the obvious: why did Caravaggio run 
just to come back and seek pardon four years later—something he 
could’ve done from the start? 

Perhaps the answer lies not in what was pronounced about leav-
ing—a chance of avoiding prosecution—but in what was implicit 
in staying—having one’s future wholly determined by another who 
seems to be out of touch with one’s needs. Someone like a judge or 
priest whose duty is not necessarily to the common people or in 
the case of the modern artist, a tasteless, solely profit-driven en-
terprise.

The charge against commodifying everything has been made to 
the point that it’s almost cliche. Yes, the spirit of our age is feeble, 
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the signs are everywhere: post-postmodern architecture has largely 
been a mistake; all our philistine bonds have been broken; spiritual 
things, especially art proper, have lost their place; people feel alien-
ated; mental illness is the order of the day; we’re racing to the preci-
pice of ecological disaster etc. Yes, a thousand times yes! We know, 
we’re reminded daily: this political-economic system isn’t sustain-
able nor is it in tune with our deepest yearnings.

And whose fault is it? It’s customary for us to blame “greedy busi-
nessmen.” But here we want to point finger at another group—cre-
atives who use their gifts selfishly. They, we claim, are the main 
source of the degradation of spirit in our times. We’ve perhaps heard 
by now that it’s life that imitates art and not the other way around. 
In other words, it’s through films, music, paintings, photographs, 
books and other art forms that we’re taught how to interpret the 
world. It’s through them that context is given to our experiences. 
And it’s through them that a system that places profit and practi-
cality above all else has turned into a ground of being, establishing 
itself ontologically and informing human identity in the process. 

In the same way people used to affirm themselves as first and fore-
most Catholics during medieval times or as witches during the same 
era, people now present their lives as meaningful through their job 
titles and other class indicators (clothes, cars etc). Now, job titles 
and class indicators were no doubt important in the past, but they 
weren’t all. For example, a priest was more important than a shoe-
maker in medieval society, but ultimately both of them were Chris-
tians. These days you can identify as whatever you wish as long as 
you’re employable or otherwise successful. That is, it’s not impor-
tant that you’re Christian, Buddhist, Muslim or a witch as long as you 
can suspend your beliefs to the necessary degree that is required to 
be employable or “successful.” How did modern people acquire this 
outlook? The same way medieval catholics learned how to picture 
Heaven or Hell—through the art and creative entertainment they 
consume. As such, what is considered successful today is still to a 
large degree what is shown as such in Hollywood movies.

The long and short of it is that the demands of capital supersedes 
human vitality. And it is these feelings of fervor and intoxication 

must
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that lead us to get kicked by imagination, which is the foundation 
of all art. Therefore, for the artist (and all humans we hope) such 
feelings should be almost as important as life itself, second to noth-
ing. If they’re not present or at least aimed for in all one does, we 
doubt if one can be or remain an artist.

What exactly do we mean by vitality? It’s the life force unbridled, a 
maddening passion even. One which doesn’t respect rules or mor-
als but only itself. One which all creative people (barring maybe 
the depressed) have probably felt at some point. And the very mo-
ment they find it okay to work outside of its spell is the moment 
they turn into Caravaggio going back to Rome. Where exactly did 
he transgress? When he killed the young man? No, in his time it 
was honorable. He went astray when he sought pardon for doing 
what was honorable or vital or life giving. In the same way that art-
ists who turn into graphic designers or writers who turn into copy 
editors, or filmmakers who make those uninspiring, uninteresting 
Hollywood blockbusters do.  
 
Needless to say, we hate this situation with a passion. This book 
then is our decision to never ever return to Rome.

bloom
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poems

By Default
Edward Ahern 

A life is not the things chosen,
it is the things declined.
The paths not trod,
the partners not pursued,
the help not given,
the toil not done.
A life is burnt in by omissions
whose only traces are ash.
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Missteps
Karlo Sevilla 

I’ve been watching you, bird’s-
eye view, walking this forsaken 
street to god-knows-where, 
walking this crooked street on 
which sidewalk (northbound)
I stand with my best impres-
sion of a dignified vertical 
erection. (As if this depressed 
neighborhood gives a damn.
Except perhaps for the little 
children who benefit from the 
extra playing time, at dusk, 
that I “facilitate” as to “pro-
vide” too pompous. Those feral 
creatures, playing hide and 
seek, and whoever’s it cheats 
every time: looks around even 
before “Ten!”)

This street of the slums of the 
un/semi-employed, teems with 
the lumpenproletariat: men 
naked from the waist up, siz-
zling with the sun all day, 
playing streetball or downing 
gin or both. And at night their 
little children play hide and 
seek, and their adolescents 
seek and destroy and bleed.

I’m small consolation, a two-
month old token project 
courtesy of Quezon City Hall, 

with the assumed function
of making this street safer. Or 
helping the predators 
see and hunt their prey better. 
Whatever, I stand here
alone with my best impression 
of a dignified erection.

And I’ve been watching you, 
bird’s-eye view.
Took a fancy to you who walks 
with a polo shirt,
formal pants, and shiny black 
leather shoes.
You’re one of the few anoma-
lies in this neighborhood of 
shanties: beehive of thin ply-
wood pieces topped by cor-
rugated metal roofs topped by 
tires and rocks to keep them in 
place. They keep them in place. 
The two pickpockets, ex-cons 
whom they can’t seem to keep 
in place, who pee on my base 
when drunk, used to tease you 
every time you pass by, envi-
ous. 

The past month you’ve been 
returning home at night 
later than usual, and the past 
week I haven’t stared at 
nor shed my incandescent light 
on you. And last Friday night, 
the two pricks, after pissing on 
my feet, talked about you and 
your wife, and the police car 
and ambulance that paid your 
home a visit earlier at dawn. 
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You had another, they said, 
and she had a stormy fit that 
the weather bureau failed to 
detect, much less name.

This Thursday morning, a rare 
wind blew and swept pages 
of a week-old tabloid to my 
feet. But I can’t read it from my 
bird’s-eye view; still unbend-
ing with my dignified erection 
-- and the maya perched on my 
head was illiterate.

I am Become Death
Ryan Burgess

  
 
His eyes opened far too late
to save her from the
oncoming storm, the hunted 
now cornered at last,
entropy materialized
into a mass of virulent dis-
solution; her life ends like the 
explosion of fire-colored leaves
from the boot of a child,
face marred with the amber 
bodies of the slain,
an entire world erased and
tossed to the howling wind
and shattered sky.
 
And sirens in the distance
respond to a breathless cry for 
help  in that middle space
between now and eternity,
gasping pleas for salvation
streaming from a sterile 
mouthpiece: the cut connec-
tion sending an endless
monotone parade into the
listener’s ear, that faceless
hushed voice surrounded
by others consoling the dying, 
aiding the sick, aesculapian 
servants bound to the cross
of pure conviction in the face 
of countless failures, epidem-
ics of violence or the
virulence of incurable disease,
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that waxing moonlit sliver of 
hope now gone, and all that 
remains is to escape into the 
arms of the austere
winter night, to run from that
building of negative life
towards that distant rumble
of fire, death, and lies
mere steps away, hanging like 
a spider’s web strung between
the empty arms of darkness 
and dawn. For she is gone.
Now run from her.
            not 

by 
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Sarah  Saltiel

 
 
The cold crept into my bed-
room one night,
While I stared at the ceiling 
and did anything but sleep.
It hung its coat in the closet,
Its scarf on the door,
And it slipped its naked body 
into bed next to me,
Stroking my arms and hips,
Kissing my cheek the way you 
used to.
I turned my head away and 
stayed silent.
The snow tangled in my hair 
like wildflowers
Until the heat of my body 
melted it and it slipped under 
my clothes,
Down my back,
Until it slipped inside my skin 
and pooled 
in that spot at the base of my 
stomach,
Until it dripped, 
Wore away my insides,
Left me with a shell of skin 
that broke to pieces when I 
clawed at it,
When I fell to my knees be-
cause I didn’t have the energy 
to stand anymore.
This was the year I learned 
how to sigh.
Breathe in.

Breathe out.
Head down.
Sometimes...
Sometimes I get tired of be-
ing quiet and I throw myself 
against my walls
Because I know that I could’ve 
covered them with love letters 
to you.
But instead I kept them inside 
my body and now they press 
against my skin,
And against the top of my 
throat,
This is what it means to 
scream,
To rip open my mouth with 
words 
because I just can’t handle the 
silence anymore.
This is what it means to 
breathe.

A Year’s Worth of Oxygen
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Imaged De Yogul
Lillian Dube

 
 
Beyond the rasp of distilled 
camphor, 
there is no going back.
Likewise, when led through 
Havana, left is right,
right is left and the other way 
round.
You could walk into a street 
fair, a harmony
of columns or a sculpture, 
swathed in ribbon.

Let’s have fun in the sun
Let’s see more of that face
severely paollen-limited
they defoliate, stunned.
 
It rains heavy here too,
though no one else sees it.

Out of a desire
to be sexy or articulate or both
I peel back the ferns and flesh, 
a thigh,
look now this:
viva voracious
gloriosa post-pollution.

When you rip a bloom off the 
scaffold it’s only a minor injury 
and anyways, what’s dignity 
to a bog, a bevy of dragon flies 
over inscrutable froth.

The sun casts veils on the pure 
and fickle.
But what does it mean
to solicit fresh apathy?

Flesh and apathy on display 
for crows,

Stone-lined silueta at a cross-
road, brisk
lemon-rind-twist of 
departure,
before you can even get to the 
section with Articles of the 
Afterlife.
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Racing Thoughts: Notes on a Frenzied Mind
Lauren Krouse

  
 

The sick mind continues to infinity, creating groups then dispersing 
them again, heaping up diverse similarities, destroying those that seem 
clearest, splitting up things that are identical, superimposing different 
criteria, frenziedly beginning all over again, becoming more and more 
disturbed, and teetering finally on the brink of anxiety. 
    - Michel Foucault, The Order of Things 

I’ll tell you, I’ll tell you, I’ll tell you, lemme tell you, lemme tell you, oh 
my God lemme tell you oh my God God God lemme tell you oh me oh 
God oh no God God God there is no God no God God God Goddamn 
Goddamn Godgodgod godgod god make this stop make THIS STOP 
MAKE THIS STOP MAKE THIS STOP WON’T STOP WON’T STOP WO
N’TSTOPWONTSTOPWONTSTONWONTOPSTOPSTOWON—

I locked my bike on a stop sign and checked the index card index 
card index card in my hand to make sure make sure I had the right 
address. I was tempted to return return RETURN RETURN to the 
corner to check the street name again, but I knew it must have been 
right. I’d only just seen it. I’d just seen it. I walked up the brick steps 
to a blue house wedged between yellow and pink houses, all in the 
vivid Caribbean colors typical of houses in Charleston, South Car-
olina. This neighborhood was more affluent than I expected for a 
place like this. There was no sign on the door. CAN YOU MAKE THIS 
STOP? PLEASE PLEASE OH GOD MAKE THIS STOP SIGN ON DOOR 
SIGN ON—I walked directly into a small living room space of an-
tique furniture, dark couches and chairs, navy walls, NPR’s classical 
music station playing, and a frizzy-haired woman in a chair by the 
window reading a cheap Harlequin novel. She didn’t look up to see 
me walk in. I was fifteen minutes early. Little flags beside the door 
seemed to mark who was in and who was out, though they lacked 
labels other than different colors. Nevertheless, I was fifteen min-
utes early. 

There were stacks of magazines nicely lined up by the fireplace, but 

I sat on the couch, doing nothing. I tried to listen to the music pas-
sively, to not let it get inside my head, into the stream. A few minutes 
later, a woman came down the stairs, smiling crookedly. “We’re get-
ting there, Dr. Wright! I think we’re really getting there,” she said. 
The same three notes of the violin played on a relentless loop, and 
then, there, got get, go, there, go get there get THERE GET THERE 
GET THERE GET—The woman with the cheap novel stood up and 
left with the patient, arm in arm. 

Dr. Wright wafted downstairs wearing a loose tan blouse and flow-
ing paisley skirt down to flat-footed sandals. She walked elegantly 
past, paused a moment to say hi, then continued into the room just 
past the waiting area. A moment later, she returned and paused 
again. Asked, “You wouldn’t be Lauren, would you?” You wouldn’t 
be LAUREN, would YOU? Lauren, would you? Would Lauren you? 
You wouldn’t be LAUREN, WOULD YOU? LAUREN, YOU WOULDN’T 
LAUREN, WOULDN’T BE BE BE—

“Yeah, that’s me,” I replied. You me that who person me we yeah, me. 
Who is to be who is be yes, yes, pickled strangelessness YES. 
“Oh.” She strode over. “It’s nice to meet you. It’s just, it was such late 
notice. I didn’t expect you early.” early early early early early early 
early EARLY EARLY!!!! SHOULDN’T HAVE BEEN SO EARLY! 
“Earlier than the typical college student, I guess,” I said. I was squeez-
ing my nails into my palms as hard as I possibly could without her 
noticing. 
She smiled softly. “Let’s go upstairs.” 

Just fucking stop, I said to myself. STOP. All of it echoed and kept 
echoing and I regretted it. 

Dr. Wright’s office was homey with neutral décor, a firm chair facing 
a couch in the corner. I perched on the edge of the couch and looked 
down at my side where a pile of thick encyclopedias had fallen over 
[fall over, why don’t you just fall over? fall! over!] beside a bookcase 
so full, books were squeezed in horizontally and vertically. The prim 
side table beside the couch had the constant click of a small square 
clock and a box of tissues housed inside a generically stylish box. On 
the other side of the room, there was a large oak desk covered in pa- Ra
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per and books, the only clear area had a pile of business cards. An-
other bookcase, within the peripheral vision of Wright’s chair, had 
five clocks ticking away as well, at different angles. After a moment, 
I realized this was so she would be able to end sessions on time, no 
matter where she sat or paced. 

I imagined if our roles had been reversed, my office would have 
looked similar, maybe messier. I had considered taking her path, 
medical school and all of that, but it was too late now. Messier. MESS 
MESS MESS, YOU’RE A MESS MESS MESS!   

Wright began with basic questions about my mental status. I told 
her I had been an extremely anxious child. I twisted my hair until it 
fell out, sucked on two fingers, and wandered around the house late 
at night, haunted too early by mortality and a lack of faith in the god 
I attempted to “talk to” in CCD. The anxiety followed me as I grew. It 
thrived under the dark umbrella of depression in middle school on 
through college days. 

“I’d always refused to let it stop me,” I told her. A sob broke out, and 
I was unable to control those that followed. She motioned to the tis-
sue box at my side, but I wiped my eyes and nose with my fingers. 
 “Are mental problems common in your family?” she asked. 

I hiccup-laughed through the tears. “Oh yeah. Both sides have al-
coholism, depression, suicide attempts… My brother’s bipolar and 
completely lost it and ran away a few years ago.” Lost it, lost it, lost 
it lost it lost it lost it lost it you lose it you’ve lost it LOST IT LOST—

Having a bipolar brother and a family tree with thick roots in de-
pression and disorder, I refused to become part of it by refusing 
to acknowledge it. I wanted to be the lucky one who rose above it, 
who broke the cycle of disease. While my mom took St. John’s Wort 
and Fish Oil supplements for her depressive personality, I rolled my 
eyes, refusing to burp up fish all day, thinking she was so weak. 
“Have you ever reached out to anyone before?” Wright asked. 
I chuckled. “I told my family practitioner once that I had chest pains 
and shortness of breath, but when he asked if I felt anxious, I was 

too afraid to say yes. So he did a chest scan and of course found 
nothing. I always told myself this was part of growing up. That my 
inability to feel anymore wasn’t medical but was something that 
happened to everyone.” I also told myself the pain made me a bet-
ter writer, buying into the arguable myth of madness and creativity 
wholeheartedly.

But I was no longer writing. I hadn’t written ever since I’d returned 
from a study abroad trip to Italy for creative writing. Shortly af-
ter my return, commonplace anxiety and depression transformed 
into something less easily ignored but was too difficult to put into 
words. 

“That’s when I began hearing my thoughts,” I said. “Not like you 
normally hear your own voice in your head, but in the way that I 
could, I can right now, hear my mind chattering away out of con-
trol.” 
 
I’d tried to elaborate in writing. The sensation had been so strange, 
something I hadn’t felt in my entire twenty-one years, that it took 
time to even recognize it was happening. As soon as I did, though, 
noise took over the entire day. It’d been weeks. As if a hole had been 
poked into the thin film between conscious thought and the dark, 
crashing sea of my subconscious, all brain processes became ach-
ingly and overwhelmingly tangible as they flooded the landscape I 
had once known as my rational self. 

Each night, lying in bed, I relived my day over again as a film reel, 
its frames cut and rearranged, rolling on fast forward. As my room-
mate, Tess, snored away on her side of the room, my head filled with 
gibberish. I tried to focus on breathing, or on one single thought at 
a time, trying to make it slow down or stop. Trying, if only for a sec-
ond, for silence. 

A day that included a trip to the grocery store and a reading of 
Socrates’ Apology resulted in a night’s garbled philosophical disser-
tation on the arrangement and psychology of Piggly Wiggly. Words, 
images, and patterns flew under my eyelids as if I were stoned. I 
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floated above the digitized and color-coded grocery store, a ghostly, 
batty Socrates babbling away at my side. I found it impossible not 
to layer esoteric morality and metaphysics onto the placement of a 
can of refried beans, but I wasn’t consciously creating such compli-
cated yet absurd thoughts—I couldn’t have thought up this shit. It 
just happened. 

Other times, the thoughts ran off like stories. I followed them until 
each took an absurd turn into the next. In one night, eyes closed, I 
gazed off into a construction site forgotten and rusted over. I sat in 
a sixth grade classroom flirting with my crush, then heard discus-
sions over the next Olympics, then watched a girl living in a universe 
devoid of gravity, floating in front of a matrix of flickering television 
sets where she changed realities by fading into one or the other. 
She told me her self-worth was measured solely by others, as was 
everybody’s. “Because we’re too biased to see anything real in our-
selves, if there is anything at all,” she said. Her voice faded into the 
creaking of an old swing from a childhood park in Virginia. 

One night, awash in the whirl of this, I wrote my mom an email with 
“Problem” as the subject. I looked up different types of schizophre-
nia on Wikipedia and attempted to self-diagnose with my psych-
major roommate, Tess, searching as well. My mom emailed me back, 
saying she was concerned and would talk to her sister about it. Aunt 
Laurie had once lived in Charleston and could be of more help than 
my mom, six hours away in Tennessee. But I could come home, if I 
wanted to, Mom reminded me. 

The next morning, my aunt called. Upon seeing her name on my 
cell phone, I left class early and waited for her to leave a message, 
knowing I would break down if I spoke to her. She had been my 
namesake, my closest aunt, and now she knew I was falling apart. 
I stood in the middle of campus under the speckled shade of live 
oaks, their great arms draped in haunting Spanish moss, cradling 
the phone between my ear and shoulder as I unlocked my bike from 
a twisted black iron bench.
Aunt Laurie had arranged for me to see a psychiatrist who had 
helped her through her divorce some twenty years ago. The psychi-
atrist was Dr. Wright. She could meet at one o’clock today if I could 

make it. She had Laurie’s credit card number—it was already paid 
for. My eyes welled at the thought of the people who cared for me, 
who wanted to help me. I skipped my next two classes and headed 
home to get ready. I changed into nice clothes, put on mascara, and 
wrote down directions off Google Maps. 

Now that I had accepted what was happening, now that people 
outside of me knew, now that I was finally willing to ask for help, 
I was beginning to realize the magnitude of my situation. No lon-
ger could I hold my job and eighteen credit hours, write essays and 
read books the night before class, or pay attention to anything but 
the gnarled one-sided conversations in my head. Now, words from 
Mom’s email sped on repeat: 

You can come home, you can come home, you can come home, if you 
need to take a break. Take a break, take a break take a break take a take 
care of you take care take care take care of—but then DROP OUT DROP 
OUT DROP OUT interrupted her honey voice like the thunder of a base 
drum. 

Dr. Wright didn’t want me to drop out. She thought we could fix 
this. She continued going down what must have been a list of nec-
essary first-timer questions. 
“Have you ever had a traumatic experience?” she asked.  
“Traumatic? Well it depends on how you define traumatic.” 
I thought for a moment, then—

My hands are shaking. They’re shaking so hard it’s as if they’ll nev-
er stop shaking, an endless shock wave from the moment he—it—

He comes home with a golf club behind his back. He speaks in a 
low, disembodied, monotone voice. Mom stands trapped in the nar-
row space between the wall and the grumbling washing machine. 
He tells her to move so he can break all the furniture in the house. 
He thinks she’s plotting against him, that she’s contacted his teach-
ers, friends, and girlfriend. I don’t hear him say anything, though. 
I only see his rabid wolf eyes from the kitchen table, fifteen feet 
away. Mom turns to me and with terror in her eyes begs me to go 
upstairs, hold the phone, call 911 if I have to. 
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My mind warps the golf club into a sword which he holds partial-
ly hidden behind his back. Mom stands between us as he lurches 
closer. Without thinking, I scream, push past her, and try to twist 
the sword from his grip. He lets go easily. I scream for Dad to come 
downstairs, please, quick, please. I realize what’s in his hands is 
only a rusty golf club, but I know, even then, he could have smashed 
her head in if he wanted to. After Dad arrives, I leave the kitchen 
and close the glass door. I am wilted, staring at my hands as they 
shake wildly. I go upstairs, lay in bed, and can’t cry. I ignore my little 
sister’s pleas for a hug, still staring at my hands which quake like 
crazed moths under a streetlight. 

Brother, brother, brother, brother, oh brother, brother, brother… 
      
“What about your life today?” Wright asked. 

I had a job though I’d recently quit my second one. I was an honors 
student hoping to graduate a year early to save my parents some 
money. Living in Charleston was remarkably expensive and scholar-
ships hadn’t covered half of out-of-state tuition and fees.
 
“How long have you felt like this?” she asked. 
“I don’t remember what it feels like to be happy anymore, to be hon-
est. The first time in a long time I felt something like it was in Italy, 
drinking too much wine, and the feeling shocked me. This was hap-
piness!” I said, surging my hands into the air like a preacher envi-
sioning Heaven. “And I hadn’t felt it in forever. That scared me.” 
“Mmm. So why do you think you took so long to get help?” 
“Because I thought they wouldn’t believe me. My brother was al-
ways the crazy one. I didn’t want to be a burden, and I already felt 
like one with student loans and everything else.” 

Dr. Wright wasn’t completely sure what was wrong, or at least she 
wouldn’t tell me. In the past few weeks, the thoughts had changed 
from indecipherable murmurs to one-line lyrics playing over and 
over again, to stories, to dreamlike breaks in reality, to screaming 
and unbearable grating noises if I closed my eyes to sleep. While I 
described these thoughts, I saw her professional barrier fall slightly, 

her brow furled, her eyes darkened. She hurt for me, and she was 
perplexed. 

“I’m sorry this is so much,” I said to her. 
“Don’t be sorry,” she said. “This is my job. I’m here to help.” 

Wright would tell me one thing: what was happening in my mind 
was called “racing thoughts.” 

Racing thoughts was the surprisingly un-clinical medical name for 
rapid thought patterns which often occurred in people suffering 
from mood disorders, obsessive compulsive disorder, or anxiety 
disorders. Dr. Wright wouldn’t discuss bipolar disorder or anything 
specific for that matter. She avoided applying a label to me, maybe 
because she didn’t believe in them, or maybe because she feared I 
would look it up myself (I would). There was an immense amount 
of overlap between disorders anyway, as I would find in my own re-
search fueled by strings of Wikipedia articles and armfuls of library 
books. 

Racing thoughts manifested when the background of your mind 
took over, allowing thoughts, music, voices, and dreams to flow un-
controllably. Sometimes they were more ineffable, like a heartbeat 
inside your head or (for lack of a better word) a sound you couldn’t 
place in the outside world. Sometimes they made no sense gram-
matically, like an E. E. Cummings poem turned ode to terror. Often, 
they repeated in such an overwhelming way that you lost track of 
time as well as the ability to sleep. If I were more susceptible to 
sci-fi beliefs, I would have sworn I was tapping into a wormhole in 
my brain. Part of me believed the thoughts were, in some sense, a 
brief glimpse into a deeper, stranger, realer reality most could never 
touch. 

 Wright asked me to try writing the thoughts down, presenting this 
as if it would be an interesting experiment to me, akin to dream anal-
ysis. Thoughts that seemed random and fragmented could, maybe, 
really mean something. Of course, as a creative writer, I longed for 
this: symbolism, images strung together for a larger picture, a touch 
of the big-T Truth flowing directly, effortlessly, from my head. These, Ra
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though, seemed utterly meaningless. 

Dr. Wright’s experimental approach wasn’t surprising since the rea-
son why people had racing thoughts wasn’t exactly clear. One theory 
was that the mind was afraid of forgetting. It was as if the brain took 
post-it notes, with the same patch of thought, and put them all over 
the walls, worried one would fall down or catch fire. Although I liked 
this idea, I found it hard to believe this was my case. There was little 
meaning or beauty to be found in a philosophical analysis of the Pig-
gly Wiggly. 

At the end of our first session, Wright prescribed three medications: 
Lamotrigine (off-brand Lamictal), Prozac, and Lorazepam (AKA Ati-
van). She explained her reasoning for throwing together a cocktail 
rather than one at a time, but I wasn’t really listening. I approved of 
whatever she wanted to serve me, because I could hardly think or 
function. There was no other option. 

Lamotrigine was originally an anticonvulsant used to decrease sei-
zures in epilepsy patients, but it had somehow since been found 
to be an effective mood stabilizer for bipolar patients, the first one 
approved by the FDA since the ever-famous (or infamous) Lithium. 
Lamotrigine seems to best treat bipolar II disorder, or bipolar char-
acterized by more rapidly cycling depression and hypomania than 
mania. This made sense to me—I couldn’t think of an actual manic 
episode in which I’d gotten wide-eyed and reckless like my brother, 
working through the night on his art and arguing with teachers and 
believing he was a genius. Like most psychiatric drugs, Lamotrigine 
was not without its side effects. I had to up the dosage extremely 
slowly in order to avoid a life-threatening skin reaction that would 
essentially cause my top layer of skin to separate from lower layers. 
This reaction was fairly rare, but in order to avoid it, I would have to 
start slow and track any strange symptoms. Wright said to call her 
immediately, on her personal cell phone, if anything odd happened. 
I felt as if I were embarking on some strange quest or adventure. 
Amazingly, I was disconnected enough to feel a morbid sense of fas-
cination with what would happen to me. 
    
Lamotrigine’s other side effects were worth half the running time 

of an advertisement when the narrator suddenly speaks extremely 
fast to disguise the high number of gruesome effects: loss of balance 
or coordination, double vision, crossed eyes, pupil constriction, 
blurred vision, dizziness, drowsiness, insomnia, increased anxi-
ety, vivid dreams or nightmares, dry mouth, ulcers, memory and 
cognitive issues, mood changes, common cold symptoms, nausea, 
stomachache, weight loss, menstrual dysfunction, etc. Women were 
more likely to experience side effects. I don’t remember Wright tell-
ing me about this. Perhaps she had offered, as a side note, that she 
would happily answer any questions I had. Probably I’d said no. 

Prozac was so massively present in society, I knew almost every-
thing about it already. It treated depression but increased suicidal 
ideation in some patients, especially younger ones. Usually this 
stopped after an adjustment period of a few days to a few weeks. 
It was an SSRI: a selective serotonin reuptake inhibitor. Prozac’s 
side effects didn’t appear as serious as those of Lamotrigine, but 
I’d heard about a few of them from friends already. One of my best 
friends, a poet, claimed it drastically reduced her sex drive and gave 
her unbearable constipation, so much so she’d opted for alcohol 
and weed instead. 

“It’s good sex or everyday happiness,” she said. “I chose sex.” 

More research on the topic showed decreased libido could con-
tinue indefinitely, even after discontinuing Prozac use. I thought of 
Nietzsche railing against conformity: “No shepherd, and one herd! 
Everyone wants the same, everyone is the same: whoever feels dif-
ferent goes willingly into the madhouse.” And the quote I’d memo-
rized as a high schooler: “One must still have chaos in oneself to give 
birth to a dancing star.” What would be left of me after this? Would 
I become a sexless, toddling cow, masticating the same cud all day 
long? No desire left in me? I had too much in me now, that was cer-
tain, but how much would I lose to treatment? 

The frequency of the effect on libido was, conveniently, unknown. 
Hell, the efficacy of the drug was still, in some sense, unknown. But 
I was desperate. I believed I couldn’t function anymore. Sex was 
overrated anyway. I popped the mint green pills into my mouth like Ra
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candy. 

The last and most important drug on my list was Lorazepam, a high-
potency benzodiazepine often used in the treatment of anxiety dis-
orders. It was highly physically addictive and commonly prescribed 
for its sedative, hypnotic, and muscle-relaxing effects. Benzos were 
abused on the streets for the same reasons. Lorazepam was typi-
cally prescribed as a short-term med, administered for no longer 
than a few weeks or a month. Adverse effects could be boiled down 
to the drug working too well: sedation so strong you fall asleep at 
the wheel, feel confused or hungover, or stumble about like a drunk 
person. There were possible cognitive impairments, ones that could 
continue even after discontinuing. In particular, Lorazepam could 
be damaging to one’s memory, short-term and long-term. Perhaps, 
though, this was the blessing (in disguise?) that decreased anxiety 
and depression in the first place: happiness was nothing more than 
good health and a shit memory. I was Joel Barish and Lorazepam was 
my Lacuna, Inc. Goodbye depression, goodbye Clementine. 

The new pill regime hurt my college lifestyle. Prozac decreased my 
tolerance for alcohol, and Lorazepam was so strong I couldn’t drink 
on it at all. The next week of adjusting to medication and trying to 
wade through the racing thoughts left me lying still in bed most of 
the day, sleeping or hoping for sleep, watching classes fly by. I didn’t 
care to leave my room. I couldn’t leave really—I felt like a strong 
magnet was attached to my bed. I cried every day. Lorazepam was 
so strong I only took half a milligram at a time and even that could 
cause me to straight-up pass out. 

Previously, I’d been able to hop off my bike while it was still rolling 
and quickly sling it beside a parking meter and lock it, all in one fluid 
motion. Now, I fell straight off my bike and onto the pavement, scrap-
ing my arm and hip. A guy walking by ran over. 

“Are you okay?” he asked. 
“Yes, I’m fine,” I said, though shaking and near-tears, staring down at 
the brick sidewalk. 
“Are you sure?” 

“Yes.” 

He walked away. I imagined he was shaking his head, but I didn’t 
look. I just wished I’d remembered my sunglasses. 

A few weeks later, we introduced Ambien so I could sleep—Prozac 
was making me restless. We upped the dose for Prozac because I 
still couldn’t stop crying. We continued to slowly increase the dos-
age of Lorazepam which burned my throat if I couldn’t get the pill 
down fast enough. When I took Lorazepam, I felt a flood of relief 
within minutes. On the other hand, if I forgot my pill case and went 
to class, I had to hurry back home to take the pills. Otherwise, I’d 
begin to shake and even throw up, crouched in the school restroom. 
Next, we quit Ambien. I’d begun to sleep fine, maybe too much. We 
upped the Lorazepam. 

One afternoon, not long after I’d started my medication regiment, 
I sat on a bench in the crisp fall air and told my boyfriend, Greg, all 
that was happening. He hadn’t understood depression, so he cer-
tainly wouldn’t understand racing thoughts, but he tried. 

“There’s no reason for it,” I finally said. “It’s just in my genes. Noth-
ing to do with you.” 
“I wish you’d told me earlier,” he said “You’ve been sleeping so 
much.” 
“Well, the next few weeks aren’t going to be any easier, so I’m sorry 
in advance,” I said half-heartedly. “I’d get it if you wanted to opt out, 
really.” 
“Opt out?” He sat up. “That’s not an option. I love you.” 
“I love you.” 
“That’s why we’re together, Lauren. We help each other through 
these things. I wanna be with you through this.” 

I hugged him and buried my head into the space between his shoul-
der and chest. 

I wanna be with you through this, through this, through, LOVE YOU 
LOVE YOU LOVE YOU LOVE YOU LOVE YOU—
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They were not soothing, sloshing waves of speech as his had been, 
but staccato machete slashes through thick brain matter. 

Later, at home, I tried to take a nap. My bed felt crisp and cool against 
my body. I lay beside the window and closed my eyes. An orchestra 
of noise began to play in my head, louder and louder, with flash-
ing lights flickering on my eyelids. Eventually, the sound and light 
dimmed and I fell asleep. 

Then I jolted awake to a loud boom, as if an entire drum set had 
been dropped. 

“Did you hear that?” I asked Tess, craning my head outside the bed-
room door. 
“Hear what?”

This was the first and only time the thoughts had seemed out of my 
mind, only half in dream-world. 

Each week, Dr. Wright and I analyzed the episodes like dreams, try-
ing to decode what they meant. 

“Could the girl floating between TV-realities be you?” she asked. 
I had never considered that. I’d told her I felt separate from people 
because I couldn’t explain the episodes, because of the way I spoke 
(I’d been labeled pretentious more than once), because I didn’t like 
society or this world for that matter. 
“I want an entirely different reality,” I confessed. 

Classes in religion and philosophy only deepened feelings of dis-
content and displacement. At the time, I was working through Ca-
mus’ The Myth of Sisyphus, inspired by a section on existentialism 
in a freshman philosophy class the year before. It began evocatively 
enough: 

There is but one truly serious philosophical problem, and that is sui-
cide. Judging whether life is or is not worth living amounts to answering 
the fundamental question of philosophy. All the rest—whether or not 
the world has three dimensions, whether the mind has nine or twelve 
categories—comes afterward. 

As a deeply depressed and confused person, this appealed to me. 

Camus explained life’s futility, repetitiveness, and tragedy with the 
example of Sisyphus. Having defied the gods by attempting to cheat 
death, Sisyphus was resigned to pushing a rock up a mountainside, 
only for it to roll down at the top and force him to start over, for all of 
eternity. The dreadful march up and down. Life was just a dreadful 
march up and down. But, Camus argued, acknowledging the truth 
of this, the absurdity of it all, allowed one to rise above it. One could 
be free, even content. The last leg of his argument lost me. All I saw 
was absurdity. 

I was feeling that suicidal ideation the naysayers warned Prozac-
takers about. The razor blade across my wrists and the pumping 
of blood puddling on the ground flashed through my thoughts. It 
looked beautiful, even. I considered the ease with which I could die 
from a Lorazepam overdose, still physically intact, peacefully sleep-
ing. I read Sylvia Plath’s “Lady Lazarus,” savoring the lines:
 

They had to call and call. 
And pick the worms off me like sticky pearls. 
Dying Is an art, like everything else. 
I do it exceptionally well. 

When she made her first youthful attempt, in the crawlspace under 
her house, they found her covered in grubs. Plath, though, imagined 
“pearls.” Beauty. My racing thoughts told me, I am preparing a fu-
neral for a tea kettle. I am preparing a funeral for a tea kettle. 

But I never gave into it. I just kept going. I went to my classes. I went 
to work. I went to my weekly sessions with Dr. Wright. Up the rock 
rolled. 

One day at work, when I’d forgotten to take my pills, I broke down 
in the closet. My coworker, Brent, brought me the Bible turned to a 
page that had been dog-eared and underlined in-depth. 
     
“Philippians 4:13,” he said, pressing his finger to the page: For I can 
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do all things through Him who strengthens me.
“You don’t have to explain,” he said. “I have depression. Go to a coun-
selor once a week. We all have these days.” 
 
I tried to thank him between sobs. He held my shoulder and then 
left to make a delivery. 

My boss, a small but fiery Korean woman, hugged my head into her 
breasts and said, “You too pretty, too young to be so, so sad.” 
      
Brent hadn’t translated “depression” for her, so she was convinced I 
was experiencing premenstrual symptoms. 
      
“This time of month, big feelings, all that stuff, I know, I know,” she 
said.  
I laughed. 
“Want to eat? What you want to eat?” she asked. 
“Nothing,” I said. 
      
She returned with a container of white rice and sautéed vegetables 
tied up in a plastic bag. 
“Drink?” 
“No thanks.” 
“You go home. Take it easy, slow.” 
       
Taped to the container of food was a note from Brent: GOD WILL 
HELP YOU THROUGH ALL THINGS. I wasn’t religious, and only 
sometimes spiritual, but from then on, I wore my great grandmoth-
er’s cross necklace and a turquoise necklace of the Om symbol ev-
ery day. They made me feel stronger, regardless of the mixed cul-
tural meanings. I taped Brent’s note to the mirror above my dresser 
and re-read it every morning. 
       
A few weeks later, I had fallen asleep at seven o’clock on a Friday. 
Around two am, my housemates (five girls) swung open the door, 
drunk and happy. I heard Tess coaxing them to please sit down and 
be quiet—“Lauren’s trying to sleep.” I knew the loud noises and be-
ing woken up from my Lorazepam-induced slumber could cause 

racing thoughts to begin again. 
      
My housemate Erika stumbled around the kitchen just around the 
corner, attempting to cook popcorn chicken. 
      
I can’t stop, stop, a man began singing in my head, though I didn’t 
recognize the song. 

“I don’t know if I should touch the stove!” Erika giggled. Tess said, 
“Erika, just sit. I’ll make it for you.” 
“Oh, Tess!” she cooed. “I love you so much!” 
“Thanks. Now be quiet.” 
“Okay!” she whispered loudly. 

The song was Aqualung’s “Pressure Suit.” The lyrics repeated over 
and over again in a jumbled mess. Other thoughts played over the 
music, overlapping like overexposed photographs on film playing 
backwards and forwards, but he continued his singing, his voice 
soaring and clear: 

Don’t know how I can do this, 
Don’t know how to get through… 

My hands were shaking I was so angry at Erika, as if she could have 
known. I remembered Greg hadn’t called me back. I became ex-
tremely anxious and let down, because earlier he’d promised he’d 
call, and normally he’d let me know if he couldn’t. I thought he knew 
how anxious I was, especially after I’d told him about all this earlier 
and today because I’d told him I was worried an episode would hap-
pen again soon. The thoughts ran on. The song ran on. 
It’s alright, it’s alright. I will not let you go. 

Where was Greg? Was he okay? Had I overwhelmed him? What if 
he’d died? A car accident. I was a burden, a burden to all of them. 
I knew how insane my thoughts were, but I couldn’t stop them. “I 
don’t know how I can do this,” he sang. I worried that he could be 
cheating on me, that he could’ve taken too many sleeping pills and 
died, or was dying right now. What if he was dead? 
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“I don’t know how to get through,” he sang. 

How when I got a boyfriend all of my friends stopped calling me. 
How I hadn’t been invited out that night and I wouldn’t have been 
invited even if I’d been awake. How I’d told my best friend since 
second grade what was happening a week before, how she hadn’t 
returned two of my calls. How my dad had said some allergy medi-
cines caused nightmares, as if that explained this! How I wished my 
drunk housemates, boyfriend, best friend, dad, could support me—
even if they didn’t understand. 
      
It’s alright, it’s alright, 

I’ll be your respirator, I’ll be your pressure suit, 
It’s alright, it’s alright, 
I got out my journal and began writing. My wrist went numb as I 
tried to keep up. I knew I could have looked up the lyrics any time, 
my laptop was right there, but I needed to do this. I hadn’t known 
then what a pressure suit was, but it made sense—a suit worn by 
high-altitude pilots, pilots who flew so high the air pressure became 
too low for any unprotected person to make it. Full-pressure suits 
had no limit. They could handle any altitude. If you had a pressure 
suit, you could survive anything and nothing could cause you to 
burst or collapse into shards of selflessness. 

The words began to slow down, a welcomed lullaby, and the panic 
and anger began to subside. It’s alright, it’s alright. And it wasn’t 
Aqualung or God or Greg or anyone singing to me, I realized. It was 
me. The part of my consciousness that was causing my anxiety was 
telling me the sanest and most necessary message I could receive: 
I was my own pressure suit. I couldn’t stop loving myself, it was 
alright. I could get help. I was my own pressure suit when no one 
else could help from so far on the ground. I would revisit the rusted-
over, unfinished construction site in my head. The girl floating be-
tween realities could choose one to enter, could step back into this 
reality, life, world. I wrote down as much as I could catch from the 
garbling in my head. Exhausted, I let my journal fall out of my hands 
and onto the ground beside the bed. I sunk back into sleep. Ra
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one because she was pretty sure abnormal things only happened 
because she was abnormal herself. It wouldn’t have occurred to the 
normal woman that there was a kind of normalness or at least an 
inevitability in her sitting alone in her flat on the one chair without 
turning on the light, not knowing what she could eat because the 
only food in the fridge was for the cat, and not knowing who she 
could tell because her mother was in the nursing home and didn’t 
always remember the woman was the abnormal woman and not the 
abnormal woman’s normal sister. 

The normal woman wouldn’t have sat there thinking it would be hard 
but also unsurprisingly normal to have to go into the same office and 
talk to the same man again tomorrow. She wouldn’t have spent her 
evening imagining what a normal person would have done differ-
ently while the cat howled in the kitchen and the upstairs neighbors 
ran their washing machine.

To
da

y

Today
Natasha Bush

 
 
A normal person would have gone home and hugged their loved one. 

A normal person would have texted a friend or had an extended 
conversation on Messenger ending with multiple smiley faces and 
little hearts made out of inequality symbols and threes. 

A normal person would have gone to the pub and waved their arms 
about as they described the pads of his fingertips creeping up her 
bare arm, hesitating at the elbow and then carrying on. 

A normal person would have stopped his fingertips at the elbow. 
She’d have cleared her throat and said something cutting. She’d have 
walked out of that office and told all the other normal people what a 
slimeball he was and all the normal people would have looked hor-
rified and stood up – I mean literally stood up from their desks – for 
her. Then all the normal people would have marched up to the next 
floor and demanded to see the CEO and the CEO would have listened 
to all the normal people and looked at the normal woman and he’d 
have felt so overwhelmed and disappointed in the situation that 
perhaps he’d have shed a tear. He’d have told the normal woman to 
take the rest of the day off and not to worry, her supervisor’s office 
would be empty when she came back because that was not the type 
of behaviour he tolerated at this normal workplace. And then the 
normal woman would have gotten in her car and she’d still have felt 
shaken, but she’d also have felt comforted and in the right, which is 
important. She’d have driven to her normal flat and spoken to her 
normal boyfriend and not paid any attention to how extraordinary 
those normal things were, even if the day itself had not been the 
most normal of days. 

She wouldn’t have sat on her one chair to think about what an ab-
normal person might have done in her situation: how she might 
have done nothing but continue through the day and not tell any-

Natasha Bush
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their families, and it was the families of the three missing fisherman 
that led the procession to the church for the blessing of the fish.

I couldn’t follow them. I went straight to the train tormented by the 
passion play I had seen — one in which the children had proven 
their courage and honored their fathers; one in which the harbor-
master had saved another boy; one in which there was no joy nor 
salvation because after the fish were eaten the men would return to 
their fishing and three more boys would go with them.

Three Fishermen
Norman Klein

 
 
It was a wet foggy morning. As I reached the top of the hill I saw 
the priest motion to the nuns just below me that it was time to be-
gin. The nuns had only to raise their hands, and out of the stucco 
houses the women and children came, gathering into a procession 
that made its way to the plaza and then headed for the docks with 
grandmothers and mothers paying their respects to their neighbors 
with a solemn nod or the touch of a hand, and the children remain-
ing silent.

I followed the procession to the docks and saw that all of the boats 
and even the ferry was gone. That’s where all the men were. When 
the tall, muscular harbormaster saw me hanging back he came out 
of his office and said, “there was a storm last night. All the fishing 
boats are late. They fear The worst.”

Minutes later, the sun burned a hole in the fog, and I counted six 
boats sitting a mile off the beach. “Now look,” he added, “the first 
boat has its net in the water. That means that at least one man has 
been lost.”

I watched as the first boys went into the water, the older ones first, 
then the little ones. When the first boat grounded in the shallows, 
the tallest boys reached into the nets and captured the smaller fish 
and handed them to smaller boys to carry to their mothers. Then 
the taller boys went back for the larger fish, but as the fish fought 
to free themselves they entangled one of the boys in the net.  See-
ing the danger, the harbormaster kicked off his boots, rolled up his 
pants, stripped off his shirt, lowered a red ladder, climbed down, 
and stepped into the sea. Moments later the boy was free.

The first boat’s Captain then waved the boys off, lifted the net, pow-
ered the boat in reverse, and joined the other boats tying up at the 
dock. Soon the eighteen surviving fisherman were in the arms of 
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Having just recently gotten your driver’s license you get to borrow 
your mom’s tanker of an Impala where the brakes give out in the 
most dangerous of locations (intersections, usually) and you have 
to jiggle a bright red wire beneath the dashboard to shut it off.

You don’t jiggle the red wire well enough and the battery dies on a 
cold winter’s day. Your grandma has to show up with jumper cables 
to save you.

You submit your letter of resignation four months in and they give 
you buttons and pins and other trinkets to convince you to stay, but 
you aren’t swayed, so they resort to ignoring you and referring to 
you as The Quitter, until the three weeks are up and you can finally 
breathe.
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Fast Food
Isaac Birchmier

 
 
You are but sixteen years old, a junior in high school. You’ve man-
aged to land your first job at Wendy’s after an embarrassing inter-
view where your acne-faced not-yet-manager belittles you in the 
eating area. He asks you if you know the demands of cooking fries 
while you hear a mother and her children snickering. After a few 
questions where you smile and try being sincere he asks you “Are 
you religious?” to which you respond no, and he tells you that your 
responses were “preachy,” whatever that means.

Once you land the job you are given a tour of the cooking area, 
where a short woman snarls at you and you glare in response and 
she turns out to be a co-manager who now holds that glare against 
you for the rest of your time there. You are shown the ropes and 
given a uniform.

You are assigned a job as a grill worker, flipping patties.

There are two spatulas at Wendy’s, you learn: one for the raw meat, 
one for the cooked meat. The white spatula is for cooked meat, the 
red spatula is for raw meat. You never use one spatula in place of the 
other for fear of cross-contamination. You move the burgers right 
to left on the front grill and left to right on the back grill. You must 
always place burgers in the back before you place burgers in the 
front. The heated spots are the greatest in the back, and you must 
flip the greasy crackling burgers towards yourself and your face. All 
of this is required.

You work both grills because this is what they tell you. You believe 
them and follow these instructions before learning that you were 
only supposed to look after one grill. You manage the work of two 
workers by yourself for a full three weeks before they inform you.

You find yourself praying for the first time in your life.

Isaac Birchm
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mists. My dad and sister, since birth, had been optimists. Just as de-
pression, anxiety, swinging moods and wide-eyed neuroses came 
naturally to us, they’d always sat at a table with glasses half full. On 
the other side of the table, we could hardly drink ours down, throats 
constricted with contempt for the very life we’d been granted. After 
drinking, we’d say, “See?! Half empty, you fools!” 

Because my dad and sister had never been depressed, I believed 
they could never understand the wisdom of pessimism. There was, 
of course, wisdom in the negative mindset. For one, the world was 
an undeniably terrible place, maybe the worst of all places. It was 
filled with child pornography, pedophilia, murder, slavery, prostitu-
tion, hatred, racism, sexism, and countless other –isms. The dumb 
ruled the world, as forseen by the movie Idiocracy, and they were 
running us all swiftly to our doom. Optimism and ignorance were 
bliss, but I didn’t believe in living in such bliss. 

*** 

A month ago, I cleared my crashed car of its effects. A container 
of safety pins that’d fallen underneath the driver’s seat, about fifty 
CDs, a pile of unread water-damaged books, a strapless bra, two 
water bottles, and a month’s worth of recycling I hadn’t gotten the 
chance to recycle. The passenger seat was stained with spilled soup, 
the floor brown with soil from the pepper plant which had dropped 
most of its leaves shortly after being transported into coastal North 
Carolinian ground. The little drawer for change was sticky with fos-
silized gum and pennies. The chalky blue airbags stuck out of lazy-
eye slits in the steering wheel and dashboard. I could remember the 
smoke that had risen from them, the chemical burns on my wrists 
resembling those left by self-harm, if I’d been one for that. The near-
immediate sound of firetrucks wailing in the distance. “For me?” I 
thought blearily. And later, “Why was it always firetrucks? Why did 
they always come in twos? Why couldn’t the police ever respond 
first?” A police car drove by. “Nope, not my problem,” the driver 
must’ve thought. 

“Wilmington is the top city for car accidents in North Carolina,” the 
Affordable Towing guy said. “But not for deaths.” He wore thick cir-

In Defense of Panglossing
Lauren Krouse 

 
 
I was in crisis and I needed my copy of Candide. I hurried to the 
bookshelf and right in front of me, there it was: a thin novella 
squeezed between fatter books. I was looking for Pangloss the phi-
losopher. I wanted to read it exactly as he said it: 

It is demonstrated… that things cannot be otherwise: for, since every-
thing was made for a purpose, everything is necessarily for the best 
purpose. Note that noses were made to wear spectacles; we therefore 
have spectacles. Legs were clearly devised to wear breeches, and we 
have breeches. Stones were created to be hewn and made into castles; 
His Lordship therefore has a very beautiful castle: the greatest baron 
in the province must have the finest residence. And since pigs were 
made to be eaten, we eat pork all year round. Therefore, those who have 
maintained that all is well have been talking nonsense: they should have 
maintained that all is for the best. 

Dr. Pangloss, metaphysico-theologo-cosmonigologist 

Shit, I thought. I’ve turned into Pangloss. 

***

I thought Pangloss was the biggest idiot in literature. In Voltaire’s 
satirical novella Candide, Pangloss the philosopher survives a case 
of syphilis (after losing an ear and an eye), weathers a shipwreck 
and an earthquake, makes it through a fluke hanging and being cut 
open for dissection, all the while still believing everything happens 
to him for a greater, for the greatest, purpose. As the world crashes 
down on Pangloss, he continues to believe he lives in “the best of 
all possible worlds,” even though the suffering he and others go 
through seems definitively needless. His optimism is unparalleled, 
ignorant, and uncalled for. He’s laughably dim-witted. Before I’d 
even read Candide, I knew my dad (often nicknamed Homer Simp-
son) was the same sort of idiot. 

See, my family was divided. My mom, brother, and I were pessi-
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I’d started taking pills I was supposed to take again. 
I’d written five songs in one morning. I was not a songwriter. 
I’d gone to Zen meditation and left early, too stressed, feeling as if 
the instructor had been judging me the whole time. That’s when I’d 
taken the strapless bra off, in the parking lot of the church. And the 
safety pins, by the way, had been for extracting splinters. 

D and I decided to try to stay together. I made him an Oreo and Re-
eses ice cream cake, bought him a bunch of gifts, and was doing a 
good job of holding it together for his 29th birthday. Then the AC 
stopped working. It was 85 degrees inside. I’d run to Walmart to get 
air filters—maybe that would fix it. We’d been too lazy to buy them. 
I’d just glanced at my GPS, still new to Wilmington, when—

***

Classes started in less than a week. I relied on my boyfriend, who I 
still wasn’t sure wanted to be with me, for rides everywhere. In our 
apartment complex’s parking lot, arms full of all that was left from 
my dead car, I realized I hadn’t really told it goodbye. I said to the 
sky, “What else, God? What are you gonna throw at me next?!”
 
D chided me. “If you ask for it, you’ll get it.” He also had a habit of 
saying “You are what you eat,” worried that I stuffed cheeseballs in 
my mouth and frequently Netflixed dark shows like Law & Order 
SVU, Intervention, and a handful of crime and drug documentaries. 
I changed my position to seem like I was a more positive person, 
a girl he wouldn’t want to leave to pay the rent alone. “I’m saying I 
deserve something good after all this shit.” 
“Oh,” he said. 

I’d been keeping a gratitude journal off and on, trying to give posi-
tivity a chance. Now, huffing up to my apartment, I tried to list the 
things. I knew there had been small beauties. I decided to spite God, 
or whoever had showered this crap on me, to shape what felt like 
the worst situation into the best. Even though it felt like Job, I could 
then, for my own good, find silver linings in blocks of factory fog. 
Like this: it was raining while the sun was out. Everything sparkled. 

cle-frame glasses that made him look more like an elfish toymaker 
than a towing guy. I tried to be nice to him, through tears, because I 
figured he rarely worked with people who were happy to see him. 
My car was so crunched it looked as if it were frowning, its eyeballs 
sideways and falling out. 
“Well that’s good,” I said. 

***

I was walking away from my car, surrounded by other rejected cars 
in the tow yard, when my partner, D, popped back to open the driv-
er’s door again with a loud grating noise. He grabbed what I thought 
was just the red cherry pine tree air freshener for some odd sen-
timentality’s sake. Instead, he laid a metal angel on a clip into my 
hand. Its inscription read: 

Guardian Angel
Protect me,
my passengers,
and all who I pass by
with a steady hand
and watchful eye

It had been a gift from my nana. I found it when I was cleaning out 
my desk drawers and figured, Hell, what could it hurt? 

The week before I crashed my car, D had confessed that he had 
developed feelings for another woman while I’d been traveling a 
month abroad. I’d torn through our apartment only to rehang post-
ers and pictures I hadn’t ripped up two days later. Blacked  -out me 
had sent the girl a drunken, threatening message. She’d threatened 
a restraining order. 

I’d drunk until I was lost every night, falling deeper in love with 
the taste and aftertaste and morning taste of Rex Goliath Cabernet 
Sauvignon, only $7.99 at Safeway across the street. Feeling bad felt 
good. 

The past week, I’d been to an emergency clinic for my seventh UTI 
that year. 
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single day to feel better, to be optimistic, to pangloss his way to hap-
piness or peace at the very least. He goes to church every Sunday 
morning even though no one else will go with him. He goes to work 
every day to pay for my college, my sister’s college, and the endless 
bills that seem to never stop piling up. He’s already offered to help 
me buy a new car. 

Panglossing is taking the pile of horrible things that happen to you 
and choosing to see the light in them, even if it seems impossible to. 
It’s choosing to take something black and voila! It’s white, it’s light, 
it’s potential for something better, for growth. 

My dad has always said he’s right, you know, father knows best. 
“Someday you’ll realize I was always right,” he says. “About every-
thing.” He hasn’t gotten me back into the Catholic Church, but he has 
convinced me to twist the bad into the good. 

***

Yesterday, it began pouring rain on me. My bike flicked dirt and wa-
ter onto my white shorts. It was just my luck, though, because, in 
the best of all possible worlds, there was a Dick’s right across the 
street. And inside, there was a black North Face raincoat on sale, a 
beautiful raincoat that I loved, a raincoat that was just long enough 
to cover my butt and to prevent future stains. Pangloss bantered 
away in my head, and I let him have this one: The raincoat had been 
made in Vietnam, shipped to the United States, and plopped into 
this Wilmington Dick’s for the express purpose of covering my butt.  

I began to pangloss: 
If my boyfriend hadn’t developed feelings for someone else, maybe 
we’d never have been so honest with each other. Developed a stron-
ger relationship. And the sex? It had never been so good for D and 
me. We loved desperately, as if we could merge into one self, as if we 
could feel together again. 
I had been putting off registering my car in North Carolina. Now I 
didn’t have to. 
I’d been too confined to my apartment, afraid of leaving and enter-
ing a new, foreign town. I needed to explore, walk around, and buy 
a bike. Now I’d have to. 
Now I could say I’d been in an accident in games of ten fingers. I 
could say I’d started it, that I’d totaled a car. Check, check, check on 
the experience list. 
D still loved me enough to pick me up when I totaled my car on his 
birthday, to hold me and put me to bed. 
The chemical burns on my wrists were curved and twisted, begin-
ning to bruise purple already. But they looked oddly beautiful, and 
part of me wished they would stay, colors of a faded watercolor tat-
too. 
No one had been injured. 
I was alive and I had a headache. I could feel my headache. 
I hadn’t been drunk or high. 
The police had been really nice when they’d shown up. 
Everything, no matter what, was going to be okay.

***

“You are what you eat,” he said. I’d intervened in my own life and 
stopped drinking. It’d been fifteen days of sobriety, fifteen hard 
days. I began to focus on loving my boyfriend rather than telling him 
to clean the toilet, put the seat down, and take the trash out already, 
I’ve asked three times! 
There is a difference between the reality we perceive and the po-
tential reality that awaits us. Because of this, we have to ask our-
selves, which mindset will improve the world? And which mindset 
will keep it the same way or worsen it? My mind flip-flops from day 
to day on these questions, but I’ve come to forgive my sister and dad 
for what I originally perceived as ignorance. My dad is trying every 
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off, the crown remains; a faceless king is still a king. The ecosystems 
in the human organism constitute worlds so rich, complex, and vast 
that they must be elevated to the status of universes in our thoughts 
of them. In doing so, our thoughts about ourselves must be raised 
in an equal fashion. The cells become universes and we become the 
cells. Beneath a process lies a process; above process, a process lies. 
In between, there is I and everything else that ever lived or wished 
to die. 

Like every other organism, the human body requires its fair share 
of cellular sacrifice to exist, exhibit change, and persist. All cells do 
not die from old age. Random mutations, inequality in both circum-
stance and fitness, assure that many perish in the most dishearten-
ing of ways. Yet we do not frown upon nor cry over the lives of cells 
or the death in their world. Destruction, assimilation, and repurpos-
ing are quintessential features of an evolving process; from which 
senseless death is an inescapable consequence. Strategies are born; 
symbiosis, assimilation, destruction, cooperation, and reproduction 
are employed, but we only call it war when people are involved. This 
is how all things came to be and why they strive to grow. Imagine 
the world of the cells but change one aspect. Give them an inner life, 
feelings, concepts, and shared language. It will not be long before 
they too ask about the nature of suffering and create the concept 
of evil. Our seemingly unique sensibilities do not grant us special 
privileges. Bodies cannot avoid collisions, processes cannot forego 
change, and catalysis cannot deter the onset of obsolesce. There is a 
system of exchange embedded in the most basic operations; an axi-
omatic order that allows one thing to be differentiated from anoth-
er. Without the need for something to have been in order for some-
thing to be here now, there could not be more than one thing. Only 
an independent, complete, timeless, and perfect substance without 
parts would remain.  No organism is self-sufficient for no organism 
is composed of only one organism. An organism is a plurality of or-
ganisms each with their own needs, directives, and capacities. If one 
part were invincible or all parts were equal, no parts would exist. In 
order to create and sustain an organism some needs must be met, 
others denied, some directives followed, others ignored, some ca-
pacities cultivated, others suppressed. Our bodies would not work 
let alone exist if all cells were equal in numbers, capable of equally 

We are the Theodicy
Carlos Angarita

Suffering is the consequence of motion. What do you think happens 
when countless bodies move in every direction in an infinite space? 
Collisions occur where larger bodies consume, destroy, and come to 
control other bodies until the end of time. The pain of every world 
is a result of having more than one body in it. Large bodies are cre-
ated that cannot be ignored. They do not shatter easily and because 
of this, they desire to be nothing else but what they are. Because 
of this, they influence and reduce to rubble everything in between 
them and the place they wish to be. The destruction is meaningful 
for we are not lifeless bodies. The fractures we sustain and inflict, 
birth an undying interest for the body. It is not so much that we are 
concerned for our life but more that we’re aroused by what can be 
done with it. When we strike at the perfect angle, sparks are born 
and with every collision we come closer to basking in a fire.  Motion 
becomes dance, strategy matures into choreography; our arousal 
ripens into love and from that point on, not even an inferno can de-
ter or remodel our interest. There is no greater or lesser in a world 
consumed by the fire but if you wish to play with fire, something 
will get swept in the flames and burn. From one perspective there is 
the fire and what is caught in the flames but from another, what is 
scorched and reduced to ash is one with the fire. If we see ourselves 
as we see our cells then perhaps we may see all within the eternal 
mechanics of moving bodies.

 A process is a collection of processes. A body is a collection of pro-
cesses we discern, name, and come to categorize independently of 
other processes. Throughout history attempts to separate ourselves 
from processes have been made through concepts which delineate 
a border between the world and ourselves. Such borders were once 
the product of ignorance and now subsist on fear but beings can 
only be scary for so long. Life swallows what lingers and thus elimi-
nates fear by eliminating the fearful. The worlds within and beyond 
ourselves threaten the legitimacy of the persons we believe our-
selves to be, but there is no need to worry for when the masks come 
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will the rubble reciprocate either sentiment or understand any cer-
emony held in its name. There are no sacred flags. All banners of 
war were meant to be loved and burned for no perspective is final 
nor may any dream be shared by all. The momentum of all forces 
and the position of all bodies are sacred, so when the tide shifts, the 
victory is the same. 

You can know this if you have ever woken from a dream. The con-
tent of the dream fades and submits to the new reality. The pain 
that was lived in that world was real but it was not evil for when 
your eyes opened, it was no longer capable of being thought of in 
that way. The conditions, standard, and subject from which such an 
evaluation could occur, no longer existed. The pain of a world you 
do not live or breathe in is not capable of maintaining relevance. 
It serves its purpose then becomes forgotten or abstracted. Upon 
what humans call death, with the same revolutionary spirit, our 
present experience and understanding concerning our pain are de-
posed. Endless birth and death; Insufferable misery and uncompro-
mising joy, all in the blink of an eye.  Our lives are like unto a mis-
taken hypothesis, but we cannot see an alternative or any evidence 
to the contrary so our concepts and our pain falsely assume the role 
of laws. Perspectives are a function and demonstration of the capac-
ity, opportunity, and vulnerability of beings. 

You can live this if you ever come to love something more than your-
self.  The level of destruction birthed is not measured nor scrutinized 
when protecting something that precious. All parts of you move; 
they aspire with the same passion to acquire and protect that pre-
cious thing. With the same grace, all other things move as they have 
to acquire and protect their own treasures. Our wars are waged by 
dreams, prayers, and works of art that refuse to let these set of eyes 
be the last that lay sight on what they carry and embody. Can you 
not see that there is the same aim and joy behind your enemies’ 
sword?  The sigh of relief that comes when a battle ceases and you 
are left standing is the same that would have been breathed in that 
battlefield if the men behind the swords traded places with those at 
the end.  Let us not confuse war with senseless violence. Violence 
is not war; a war consists of violence but what makes it something 
more is that the violence is arranged and distributed symmetrically.

opposing one another, and possessed equal lifespans. It is because 
they are dependent, incomplete, temporal, imperfect, and unequal 
that they require the life of another to be, and become something 
greater; something new. Our lives are integrated within all bodies 
in ways we do not normally perceive or understand. This level of 
integration manifests in the system of exchange: none shall move 
without disturbance or collision. 

What does this mean to our lives? The realization of dreams require 
the suppression and extermination of not only nightmares but oth-
er dreams. No matter how gentile the weapons of choice may ap-
pear, they are weapons nonetheless. Whether it be the mandates of 
justice, the visions of the divine, or the knowledge of learned men, 
some aspect of life will be lost, taken, or irrevocably changed. When 
one has avoided some pain or sought a great pleasure, another has 
discovered a new way to hurt; one only amasses a fortune at the 
expense of another’s great treasure. So if the screams of the fallen 
cannot be avoided nor the dreams of the unfortunate be realized 
then is life cruel, evil, or to blame? No, there are no evils for there 
are no victims; no culpability because no law has been broken. Just 
as the self is an illusion so is its pain. All approve of the suffering 
subconsciously despite their conscious disapproval in the same way 
the dreamer approves of his unexpected dreams. The “rightness”, 
the absolute obviousness, the most undeniable aspects of our feel-
ings and thoughts are processes/bodies. These aspects of our men-
tal lives are subject to the same mechanics of motion and power. Our 
feelings and thoughts are products of ever evolving and ever chang-
ing bodies pitted against one another. This includes “us”. Every as-
pect of our cognition is at war to create and sustain our experience 
and identity: parts of our fear with parts of our courage, parts of 
our pain with parts of our joy, our memory clashes with the pres-
ent; our language crosses swords with our instincts, and our ideas 
send armies to battle their falsity. A person is the total activity of 
various processes, just as an organ is the total activity of the tissues 
and their cells. What we have come to call our lives, proclaimed as 
true, and claimed as our own is the tide of war. never forget the tide 
can be turned. A castle and a cemetery are opinions. What is laid to 
waste and reduced to rubble may be celebrated or mourned, and 
what takes its place will be loved and hated once more, but never 
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of our experience and understanding be labeled as such. We all have 
a story that directs the pain and purpose of our character. If you 
can supplant the story with a mystery then you may free yourself of 
literary standards and create something new; something which dis-
solves the distinction between spilled blood and spilled ink. Waking 
entails the overthrow of all knowledge; with every revolution there 
comes the process of reconceptualizing and re-evaluating to make 
the new governing order intelligible. There will always be some-
thing to wake from and into. Dispel the illusion that your operating 
system, stream of consciousness, soul, (however you wish to refer 
to the present collection of processes) is epistemic in nature and 
final in form. Sense and meaning are evolving features of the empty 
mystery.  

Art is my explanation for life within the mystery. We are emerging 
fiction. The artist? An order of being beyond sense, measure, and 
description. There is a melody to it all, a song behind motion; a 
nonphysical connection between all moving bodies. The music of 
heavens animating the artist; animating all works of art. Art to make 
sense of the mystery; energy to know its presence. What other way 
to conceive of the world when the world and every other symbol has 
faded in the eternal emptiness? Existence is an illusion but not a lie; 
an illusion permits a plurality of perspectives while a lie negates all 
others in favor of one. There is no present and lasting form. I am in 
awe of what I have seen, I see parts of the canvas that have yet to be 
filled, and I feel the stroke of the brush moving in that direction. No 
final answers, no lasting choices. I ask for nothing more; I desire it 
all. What separated the stories of the pen and brush from the story 
of our lives was that “we” “are” “here” and the events experienced 
in this world are substantive.  No one is here or there nor is this 
world the only one. Our lives are indistinguishable from the ink be-
ing spread on the canvas and the words spilling from the pen. Take 
heed, if the pen and brush are to move in every direction, there will 
be books that call for the burning of books, paintings that torture 
the artist; poems that kill the writer.

Without every single part in every possible arrangement, artistic in-
tegrity is impossible. There is no censure, limit, or standard above 
what wishes to be seen. Do not reject what is inside you for fear of 

The leaves in the forest are all fated to fall but they do not possess 
the same speed, trajectory, and grace in their movement towards 
the bottom; nor do they come to rest in the same place at the end of 
their journey. Some fall near a puddle and shrivel, others crumble 
under the weight of something much greater than themselves, and 
many remain hidden from sight elevating others to a more beauti-
ful angle where there is a perfect balance of sunlight and shadow. 
Yet their magnificence is made undeniably clear in their unified 
performance. For no forest where leaves fall in the same place and 
are untouched by tragedy can rival the forest where both tragedy 
and glory have visited the leaves. An autumn forest is not measured 
solely by the perspective of an ant consumed by the shadow of fall-
ing leaves, so too our reality is not to be seen or measured singular-
ly. Our lives are myths, our identities but brief events, experiences of 
a much greater perspective that sees our unified performance with 
the same awe teeming in the forest on an autumn day.

Once you know this and you live this, then you can grasp the mys-
tery of the world and see the concepts in your flesh. There can be 
no ontological grounding to this mystery we call reality. The norma-
tivity of opposing and ever-changing forms of cognition can never 
be established. Every possible concept, interpretation, and experi-
ence can be shared but not posited as true; it only takes a war with 
a set of equally intuitive experiences and rigorous interpretations 
to rewrite history, and the vision of the future. Outside our inter-
nal language nothing can be understood or named so we may only 
conceive of this relationship as eternal and empty but nonetheless 
present. We cannot rationally grasp nor conceptually fabricate a 
form for the mystery and yet its presence cannot be denied once the 
ground caves in, and all remains untouched floating in the senseless 
sea. This is the empty mystery. Our cells do not have the capacity to 
understand the nature of the body they give rise to and sustain and 
yet here we are. God has died but the image of something greater 
lives on. Beyond this tiny perspective we call life, there is an entirely 
new order of being. Once the phenomenal world permits an endless 
plurality of destinations and our noetic equipment loses its privi-
lege, all models and proposals for reality must implicitly assume a 
more enduring order of life. The dream we have woken from can no 
longer be said to be all there is, but neither can any other moment 
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and the profound, the sudden restraints, the mockeries of chance, fear-
ful expectations, in short the whole ‘divine comedy’ of life, the Inferno 
included, passes before him, not only as a shadow-play — for he too 
lives and suffers through these scenes — and yet also not without that 
fleeting sense of illusion; and perhaps many, like myself, can remember 
calling out to themselves in encouragement, amid the perils and terrors 
of the dream, and with success: ‘It is a dream! I want to dream on!’ Just 
as I have often been told of people who have been able to continue one 
and the same dream over three and more successive nights: facts which 
clearly show that our innermost being, our common foundation, experi-
ences dreams with profound pleasure and joyful necessity.” - Friedrich 
Nietzsche

transgressing against something beyond it because all is in motion 
transgressing against the other. All share some measure of their en-
emy. All sustain a kingdom beyond the war. Our destruction in the 
fire is not an evil just as the destruction of our cells is not a wrong. 
The essence of every impacted and scorched body lives on. Their 
properties change but their nature is the same. Fire cannot burn or 
extinguish fire. Only through burning can it entertain but never sus-
tain the concept of suffering. The suffering arrives then burns away; 
the memory is born but that too catches on fire. The ash returns 
to the flames and the elements wish to burn once. There are no 
lasting subjects, no law to condemn their passing; no pain that can 
persist as an evil. Only the beauty of the flames, of what wishes to 
burn, to be engulfed remains and possesses lasting relevance. The 
sword spills blood equally. The pain of a shattered dream is equal to 
the joy of a dream materializing but the pain passes away and the 
joy remains, both in what resists annihilation and what wishes to 
come together again.  We are the most ontologically basic, the final 
principle needed to live forever in the dream. The dream where we 
are puppets dangled on strings, oh such beautiful strings! I wish to 
dance and dance and then dance some more! I love my fate. I say 
yes. The cycle of life places some souls into an inexorable meeting 
and eventual union with beauty. Some wish to escape the game/
the dream/the mind and I fully understand but I am not choosing 
your illusion over the one I have come to love. Human beings, what 
a tortured species, they invent noise so they may forget the unbear-
able silence of their minds and then proceed to mute the deafen-
ing screams of their dreams which disguise themselves as instincts 
with some oddity they call truth! As for me, the rhythm of my tears 
as they flow through sadness and joy is all I need.  Beauty is a suc-
cessful theodicy. It is greater epistemologically. It is a pre-rational 
mode of being justifying all experiences and validating all concepts. 
When we come to know ourselves, we will know nothing more im-
portant than beauty. We are the theodicy.

“Thus the man who is responsive to artistic stimuli reacts to the reality 
of dreams as does the philosopher to the reality of existence; he ob-
serves closely, and he enjoys his observation: for it is out of these images 
that he interprets life, out of these processes that he trains himself for 
life. It is not only pleasant and agreeable images that he experiences 
with such universal understanding: the serious, the gloomy, the sad 
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