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“One emotion after another
crept into her face
like objects
into a slowly developing 
picture.”

- F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby
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The pieces in this magazine have been 
printed with the authors’ consent. The 
pieces do not reflect the opinions or 
viewpoints of The Eckleburg Project or 
Texas A&M University.



Dear Reader: A Brief History, A Viewing Guide, and A Final Farewell

November 2012: In the “batcave” of The University Writing Center, this project 
becomes the brainchild of some very awesome individuals.  

January 2013: This brainchild is named The Eckleburg Project, with its mission 
to become Texas A&M’s official undergraduate literary magazine.

Spring 2013: The Eckleburg Project publishes its first issue!

Fall 2013: I am fortunate enough to join in on The Eckleburg Project’s efforts as 
a poetry editor.

Today: It is Fall 2015 and The Eckleburg Project has released Volume III Issue 
II. It features creative musings we have collected from this past Spring and it.is.
in.your.hands.right.now.

Wow.

Five issues down and many more to come.

I am unsure if you sought us out and know exactly what you hold in your 
hands, or if you are discovering this magazine for the very first time. 
Regardless, I offer you a simple guide to viewing Volume III Issue II of The 
Eckleburg Project.

I assume you have noticed the “random” spray painted objects on our cover. 
If not, take a quick peek. That’s not just any spray painted dinosaur; it is a 
spray painted dinosaur given to me by sister who had just received it in a 
kid’s meal...as an adult. The coffee cup once carried caffeine which fueled our 
designers through the many hours spent assembling this magazine. Much like 
these objects have their own unique stories, so does every piece of art that was 
selected to be in this magazine. Please see this magazine as more than just 
words or pictures or paintings.  These pieces of art are stories; stories that you 
will relate to, stories you might not fully understand, and stories waiting to be 
told. Share in them with the artists as they openly trust in us to share them 
with you. 

My final note is this: I have found my experience in this art-initiative/bonding-
community/student-organization/literary-magazine as incredibly rewarding. 
This is my final issue serving as Editor in Chief and I happily bid farewell 
anticipating the greatness that will follow. The magazine has come a very long 
way and will continue to do so because of people like you. Thank you for 
believing in everything The Eckleburg Project has to offer. 

Stay Golden,

Gabrielle Aguilar
Editor in Chief 
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sit
still
and watch
the spectres
from the sagging porch
as they flicker through the back lot
and build forts from moss and rotting wood made soft by rain
while the spent cigarette hangs loosely from slackened lips, its cooling ember sending out
a burning question into the lengthening shadows
of pleasant summer’s afterglow:
where on earth have all
the little
ones 
gone?

Missing
Allison Gant
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 The Sun looked down on 
the small town of Muldrovia, but 
a layer of stratus clouds blocked 
its view, so it mostly turned its 
attention elsewhere.

 Alice Gore deeply inhaled 
the sweet spring air. The weather 
was perfect (the rain was not fore-
casted to arrive until later in the 
evening). She was so glad she had 
volunteered to be a little league 
coach. Her team, which was spon-
sored by Tim’s Pest Control (“Go 
termites!” she would cheer), was 
so spunky and willing to learn, 
for the most part. Her niece Cleo, 
whom Alice loved to bits (tru-
ly), disappointed her by recently 
taking up the habit of sitting 
down during practices and being 
generally lackadaisical. Time for 
practice to start. Alice hit a pop 
fly to Matthew Sevenstar, the first 
baseman.

 Cleo Gore sat Indian-style 
in right field plucking petals from 
a random wildflower, with each 
pluck the boy on her mind instan-
taneously being in love with, then 
hating her. She twisted the lonely 
stem into a knot, then ground it 
between her thumb and middle 
finger until it turned her fingers 
lime-green. Cleo heard shout-

ing, her Aunt Alice, telling her to 
stand up. She did.

 Alice hit a ground ball to 
Marissa Spong, the second base-
man. Marissa waddled toward 
the oncoming ball with her glove 
wavering above the ground and 
her other hand sticking out awk-
wardly behind her. The ball hit the 
tip of her glove then popped up 
and knocked her in the chin. Alice 
told her to use her other hand to 
keep the ball in her glove. Yes, Ms. 
Gore, Marissa said. Alice sent the 
next ball to Shelley Waters, the 
shortstop.

 Cleo wished she were 
shortstop. She had tried out for it, 
but having her aunt as her coach 
offered no benefits. Cleo looked 
down at the “Tim’s” on her jersey. 
Who was this Tim person? Had 
he decided who would play which 
position? Yes, probably, because 
who would want their compa-
ny’s name attached to a bunch of 
losers? Yet, how much could he 
really care about the team since 
she had never seen him at any of 
the team’s games? He obviously 
cared enough to see to it that Shel-
ley Waters sat in a plum spot at 
shortstop while she, Cleo, was cast 
out to the wasteland of right 

Short Stop
Benjamin Hill
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field. Cleo didn’t trust Shelley, 
anyway. Shelley always drank Diet 
Mug Root Beer. Diet cokes were for 
adults who wished to lose weight 
through delusion. 
 With a sharp ping, Aunt 
Alice sent a fly ball to June Scarlett, 
the left fielder. Cleo was okay with 
June. June could often be quiet, 
and she had once given little 
Matthew Sevenstar a black eye 
for poking her shoulder. One too 
many times, June later mumbled 
to Cleo. However, she was okay 
once you got to know her, Cleo 
thought. They were practically 
friends. Mrs. Scarlett, the math 
teacher, was probably still going to 
fail Cleo, though. Cleo wasn’t sure 
what she was going to do if she 
got held back. Do everything over 
again, like being killed right before 
completing a mission on a video 
game. She might not be held back, 
she thought while staring up at the 
sky. Her other grades were decent, 
though in the same way a vase on 
the edge of a wobbly table is still 
intact. 
 The mass of clouds glowed, 
translucent, spreading out the light 
so it seemed to lack any single 
source. She spotted some buzzards 
flying in a circle. Peacefully, round 

and round and round. Buzzards 
are kind of big birds, she thought 
to herself. She heard a thud behind 
her. She glanced over her shoulder 
and saw the ball rolling into the 
woods. Aunt Alice was shouting 
again, pleading with her to stop 
daydreaming.
 The ball pinballed between 
the trees then came to a halt in the 
mud on the edge of the creek and 
spooked a frog which leapt into the 
creek only to land on an island, the 
belly of a man lying motionless in 
the water. His arms were splayed 
out as if he were trying to fly. His 
eye (he only had one left) stared 
into the dark canopy above him. 
Blood still mingled as a cloud in 
the water around the back of the 
man’s head where the shotgun blast 
had struck him. His death would 
later be ruled a suicide despite the 
imposs—
 Cleo ran up to the ball, 
quickly grabbed it, and ran back 
onto the field. She threw the ball to 
Marissa. Marissa flinched, and the 
ball hit her shoulder. Cleo sighed 
and stared down at the ground. 
She picked another wildflower and 
began idly plucking its petals.



4 A Tricky Conversation
Blake Parsons4
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Embroider the Obvious (pictured left)
Mira Rhodes

 My grandfather, a child, 
teetered with the weight of a gun 
that was twice as long as he was 
tall. With his pant leg untucked, 
in spit-shined boots and an over-
sized coat, he stood smiling at the 
toy weapon cold and dead in his 
palms. A photo was taken with a 
brand new camera and it came out 
in black and white. His contours 
were harsh and the boy looked 
just like his father, who was proud 
to go out and “fight the good 
fight.” His mother thought he 
looked like a comic strip cut out. 
Black and white like the newspa-
per. Like the funny pages.
 Revolutionary. Mexi-
can-American. Spanish-Ameri-
can. One. Two. Korean. Vietnam. 
Afghanistan. Iraq. We always send 
our babies to war. We tell them: 
“We are the good guys. They are the 
bad guys.” And they believe it, be-
cause it’s easy. It’s black and white. 
 Years later that boy, like his 
father, leapt into battle with his 
helmet hanging over his eyes. We 
cried when the cork guns made 

bullet holes dripping with blood. 
They put his face in the newspaper 
to honor his death. It read: Lieu-
tenant Colonel. Veteran of WWII 
and the Korean Conflict. Survived 
by his wife, his two daughters, 
and his five sons. One of which 
was my father, who looked just 
like him while holding a gun. My 
grandmother cut out the obitu-
ary and put it on the refrigerator, 
where it sat as a reminder when 
I went for a visit: Good and bad. 
Life and death. Printed in black 
and white. 

***
 We are always out of black 
and white paint. It drives me nuts 
running back and forth to storage 
when I’m rushing setup for a full 
house. I teach painting classes to 
make some money and keep me 
sane while I study at a university 
nearby. Mostly I entertain people. 
I teach basic compositional con-
cepts and painting techniques, but 
another part of my job is mar-
keting and that means explaining 
what our public classes are like to 

Polarity
Kaitlyn Forks
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the people I meet. 
“You can bring your own 

wine, drink, talk to your friends, 
and have a good time. Then you go 
home with a masterpiece you made 
yourself! It’ll be a replica Van Gogh 
or a drunken stick figure mess. I’ve 
never seen a shade of gray.” We 
laugh like it’s a joke, but I’ve grown 
to hate black and white words like 
“never” and “always.”

***
Never and always are words 

for children. Newborn eyes with 
newborn rods and newborn cones 
perceive the world in black and 
white. As we mature, color values 
and intensities deepen, along with 
life’s intricacies. That’s when we are 
taught how to behave. Discipline 
is easy when there are only rights 
and wrongs. “Always look both 
ways before you cross the street.” 
Because no child who does this has 
ever been hit by a car. “Never talk 
to strangers.” Because every person 
you’ve never met is malicious 
and insane. “Always listen to your 
mother.” Because your sweet mama 
has never been wrong in her life. 
Black and white rules stick with us 
even when we no longer see a black 
and white world.

That moment stuck with 
me. That color stuck with me. I 
remember watching from behind 
a chain-link fence as a woman 
disciplined her child in that black 
and white way. She was there to 
pick him up from daycare. I was 

eight years old and I stared out 
at them in the parking lot, never 
moving from my place on the 
playground. 

“I thought I told you not to 
play in the mud.”  The boy looked 
down and pulled on his oversized 
shirt, examining the deep brown 
stains through his tears.

Raising her voice she said, 
“I can’t believe you ruined your 
clothes.”  With his shirt pulled 
down, I could see his collarbone 
was bruised a nasty shade of 
purple.

Louder,  “Look at this 
mess.” He looked, instead, up 
at his mother as she raised her 
threatening ivory hand. We both 
cringed in anticipation. 

Screaming now, “That was 
a brand new white shirt!”  She 
grabbed his wrist and yanked him 
hard towards the car. I watched, 
frozen, as she dragged him away.  
 Fading with the distance, 
“Those stains will never come out.” 
The door slammed and they drove 
away.  I will never forget the hue 
of that bruise. Blue and purple on 
ivory, with hints of yellow around 
the edges, burned in my brain like 
a mud stain on a brand new white 
shirt. 

I saw him at daycare the 
very next day. He didn’t play in the 
mud again. He learned it painfully. 
He learned it quickly. Right from 
wrong. Black and Blue. The rules 
are always black and white.
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***
People are always getting 

paint on their clothes. I will never 
understand why they wear what 
they do. They’re always in white. 
Suburban housewives wear elegant 
white halters. They drag their 
husbands to class in clean white 
button-downs. Their kids wear 
white socks with white shoes made 
for tennis courts and clean tile 
floors. When it’s cold they wear 
white blazers or jackets. Once, 
someone even wore a white scarf.

I wear dark colors, black 
t-shirts mostly. I’m always getting 
paint on me. Depending on the 
color, the paint might hardly 
show at all, but I wouldn’t care if 
it did. We have the same laws as 
the universe. Opposites attract. 
White fabrics have an exceptionally 
strong gravitational pull. Dark 
paint falls inward, knocked from 
orbit, colliding violently with 
people’s precious white threads. 
Many artists are familiar with 
concepts like Entropy. The studio-
verse is always evolving to a state 
of higher disorder, even when 
customers are preoccupied with 
keeping things black and white. 
In an art studio, clothes are never 
one color or the other. The longer 
I work here, the more I feel like 
it isn’t the clothes but the colors 
themselves that just don’t want to 
be that way. 

To me, black and white 
look lonely on the palettes. I 

always put them next to each other. 
Sometimes they spread until they 
are touching, as if they’re holding 
hands, and you can’t pick up one 
on your brush without the other. 
They look happier when they 
are together. Like they long to be 
mixed because they’re just so tired 
of being themselves. Don’t people 
see that? Don’t they feel that? I hate 
when customers complain that 
their paint puddles are touching. I 
hate when people insist on trying 
to keep them apart. 

***
 Blacks and whites must 
never mix. They must never eat 
together. If they eat together, 
whites are served first.  A black 
man cannot shake hands with a 
white man. A black man may not 
offer his hand or any part of his 
body to a white woman. Never 
impute dishonorable intentions 
to a white person. Never suggest 
that a white person is from an 
inferior class. Never comment on 
the appearance of a white woman. 
Never curse at a white person. 
Never laugh at a white person. 
Separate water fountains. Separate 
train cars. Separate bathrooms. 
Separate schools. Separate burials. 
Separate. 
 Blood. They bled the same 
color, and I think that stuck with 
some people.  Not one of them 
bled black. Not one of us bleeds 
white. It was always deep red, so 
they called it “The Red Summer.” 
In 1919, seventy-seven African 
Americans were lynched.
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Fourteen of them were publicly 
burned, eleven of them alive. One 
was a woman. Eleven were soldiers. 
For separateness. For distinction. 
They were strung up, out in town, 
for everyone to see. Rope scarves, 
on asphalt runways. Like a beauty 
pageant. Like a fashion show. Black 
and white is all the rage. 

***
I don’t understand the 

obsession with black and white, in 
fashion, in photographs, in design, 
and in life. I mean, artistically I do. 
It’s the contrast that gets people. 
There is a saying we use in the art 
community. “Contrast is king.” 
Orange with blue, green with 
red, yellow with purple, but most 
importantly, black with white.  It 
doesn’t stop at color. We have to 
make sure we maintain contrast 
in tone. (A weaker tone makes 

a subject more distant. Stronger 
tone means it’s closer.) Contrast 
in value. (Two colors of the same 
value create vibration, which is 
visually abrasive.) Contrast in 
transparency. (Watermark opacity 
looks best under 25%.) Highlights 
and shadows are tactical. Extremes 
draw the human eye. 

Wholeness comes from 
separation. We know what we 
are because we know what we’re 
not. There are so many colors, 
but we can’t stop looking at black 
and white. We can’t stop thinking 
about black and white. We can’t 
stop painting with black and white. 
Polarity captivates us. What a two-
toned, stick figure masterpiece 
we’ve made.

Bulembu (pictured right)
Martin Nelson



9
X V XIV
E.M. O’Sean
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one
bruised thighs and black wrists;
there is a note taped to the wall —
i hate you. chinaberry eyes and cinnamon hair,
and feelings of dark irony, and peppermint chews
mixed with vodka — 
classiness at its finest.

two
fine like the nighttime, 
deemed a silent judge, jury, and witness 
rolled into convenience. marrow bones, rosy cheeks
and scratchy throats with raspy words;
the night was cold and you walked forever
with the bottles rattling in cold hands,
glass shards in your feet; 
the mirror broke, from a glossy eyed look at yourself 
in the bathroom, mixed with the vomit 
dribbled on your shirt, pungent —
the love of strangers 
was haunting her.

counting/survivors
Mira Rhodes

10
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three
love is haunting, and
love is a double edged sword.
and there is midnight colored lipstick
coating her white teeth and lines of powder
on the table mixed with candy wrappers
nosebleeds, memories, and bad decisions, 
and as they say:
“everything old is new again.”

four
so when they ask —
“did you hear about the stranger girl
with olive eyes and blue skin and red veins
popping out like fireworks at new years.
ya know, the victim, the harlot, the whore” —
you won’t remember her, or the ghost
of the girl before her,
just the survivor.
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The rain pattered incessantly against 
the three obligatorily black umbrellas.

The drenched coffin, nestled comfortably
in the depths of the grave, 
looked up for the last time
at the overcast sky and felt
something akin to satisfaction.

The same could not be said
for her new life partner:
Mr. Thomas Snyder.
The late Mr. Snyder died unloved.
Only the priest, his lawyer,
and one of his four children
attended the funeral.
Nobody spoke.

But Mr. Snyder wouldn’t fuss.
Nor would he abuse his partner,
nor would he come home drunk,
nor would he not come home at all.
He would be a quiet, complacent.

Coffins appreciate that quality.
As much as they can appreciate, that is.

If coffins could smile, this one would.

Death of a Deadbeat
Kyle Stone
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Riposo (pictured below)
Sarah Hedley
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I found you
standing alone on a street corner,
drunk,
sifting through the pages
of a February issue of a magazine.
But it was December.
You were staring blankly at the pages.
 
I asked you a question.
“Where have you been all night?”
You did not answer.
 
Strangely, I was at ease.
 
You finally looked up at me
with a sort of draconian gaze,
and told me to leave.
 
So I left.

A Poem About a Street Corner
Blake Verdoorn



16 The Trip
Nikita Redkar

October 4, 2014. New York, NY
7:48 PM 
  “Do you feel anything yet?”  

“Nope.”
The subway rattled 

ferociously as it departed 
Manhattan to cross over into 
Brooklyn. I clasped my face in 
my hands and waited patiently to 
feel a kick. I thought back to how 
quickly we went from ingesting a 
pair of dry mushrooms on a dimly 
lit street corner to clutching our 
jackets and each other as we fought 
through the cold, hurdled down 
into the subway station, and now 
here. It all happened so fast. But it 
wasn’t happening fast enough. 

I watched him twirl 
sheepishly around the subway 
pole and it made me dizzy. I 
loved watching him though. He 
gave me a sympathetic smile and 
told me that drugs are different 
for everyone. I smiled back and 
looked outside the window. The 
city lights flashed like a brilliant 
mosaic as they illuminated the 
reflection of him twirling behind 
me. At that moment, I thought I 
felt something. 

8:02 PM
The initial feelings are 

described as mildly anxious or 
anticipatory. Entire physical 
sensation of energy or electricity 
running through the body is 
common. 

Never mind, still nothing. 
We departed the subway into the 
familiar cold. Familiarity, the very 
thing I had taken these drugs to 
avoid. His arm reached across 
my shoulders and we walked 
back to his apartment. We didn’t 
talk much, but the silence was 
comforting. I nestled my head 
under his arm and he kissed the 
top of my head. For someone who 
gets paid to talk, he was strangely 
quiet. 

Only a few hours earlier, we 
were sprinting through the streets 
of New York from show to show. 
I thought about how dominant he 
looked on stage, his words heavy 
with energy and raw passion. I 
thought about how effortlessly 
he made the audience laugh 
and wondered if he loved that 
microphone more than he loved 
me. 

“I really like being with 
you,” he mumbled unexpectedly. 

A spark emerged from my 
chest and rocketed through the 
lump in my throat. Was that it? 

8:15 PM 
Mushrooms induce a 

tingling feeling in the body with a 
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sense of euphoria and lightness. 
User may feel happy and giggly. 
Colors seem more vibrant and 
music sounds richer. 

We burst through the 
door and tore off our jackets with 
relief. I collapsed on the couch and 
closed my eyes while I heard him 
chatter excitedly to his roommate. 
I was fascinated at how he could 
talk to anyone at anytime. There 
was no way I possessed that ability, 
especially when I was tired. I had 
arrived in New York early that 
morning after lying to my parents 
about going on a job hunt. I 
couldn’t tell them I traveled 1,500 
miles just to see a boy – a boy who 
is a comedian and Muslim. It was 
a double whammy of disapproval 
for my Indian parents. How would 
he support you? They would 
undoubtedly ask. If you marry a 
Muslim, his family will make you 
convert and you’d have to spend 
four weeks out of a year fasting! 

Mom would threaten me 
with food and she would be right 
to do so. I loved eating as much as 
the next twenty-something. But 
if I had to sacrifice pancakes and 
eggs to lie in bed with him every 
morning, I wouldn’t mind at all. 

“Come here, babe, I want to 
show you something.”

I pulled myself up like a 
zombie emerging from the grave 
and walked over to him. He 
pressed a button on his phone and 
hip-hop beats smothered in bass 

filled the room; I loved this song. 
He hissed and clicked to the beat 
and began beatboxing. His succinct 
vocal percussion drowned out the 
hip-hop on his phone. He was on 
stage again and I was his audience. 
The transition was flawless and I 
wondered whether he ever ceased 
being in performance mode.  

“Now you try,” he said. 
I hissed and I spat and I 

coughed sloppily. He burst out 
laughing and I thought it was 
funny that a man who earns a 
living being funny could find me 
funny. And then I started laughing. 
And laughing and laughing and 
laughing… 

8:32 PM 
As the drug begins to take 

effect, visual and mental changes 
take place. These are beginnings 
of strong emotional and mental 
charges, such as insight, new 
perspectives, and changing feelings. 
Sometimes confusion and mild 
anxiety. 
 We were in his room and 
the lights were off. “Thinking 
About You” played on his speakers 
as he kissed a path down my neck, 
his naked body rubbing sparks 
against mine. The music soared 
through stuffy air with devastating 
purity while the lyrics turned into 
epiphanies. This is it, I thought. I’m 
finally going to have sex on drugs! 
My life felt like a movie that began 
six months ago when I first fell in 
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ago when I first fell in love with 
a comedian on a summer trip to 
New York City. A few weeks after 
that, I became a spontaneous 
truant who flew halfway across 
the country in the middle of the 
week to spend time with him 
and make love in altered states of 
minds; I could pitch my life to a 
screenwriter.

But the problem with real 
life is that it’s never like a movie. 
Sex with him had always blown 
my mind but at the moment, my 
mind was focusing on a different, 
psychedelic blow to it. 

“What’s wrong?” he said. 
“Nothing! I just… I just 

can’t right now,” I sputtered. 
He sprung from my 

stomach to my head and kissed 
my forehead. “We don’t have to do 
this,” he said. I laughed nervously. 
He laughed back, a little more 
genuinely. I pulled his head right 
above my shoulder and locked it in 
a gentle embrace. 

9:10 PM 
At this stage, users report 

laughing or giggling, and a general 
feeling of happiness. They might also 
experience contradictory emotions 
such as despair, depending on the 
environment, the experience, and 
the user.  

I was crying. My stomach 
hurt. My body seemed to have 
contorted itself into a perpetual 
fetal position.

I couldn’t remember the 
last time I had laughed this hard.

We were laying on his bed 
side by side, completely naked. We 
could have been too lazy to put our 
clothes back on, though I think 
laziness is often foregone under 
the unforgiving glare of insecurity. 
With him, I felt that waging the 
war of fragile love could be fought 
in any armor. 

He was laying on his 
back, imitating John Wayne and 
improvising a richly detailed 
spinoff of the Wild, Wild West 
– almost too detailed. It felt 
as if his creativity was always 
on mushrooms and I loved 
it. I laughed and laughed and 
wondered if it was necessary for 
my doped-up brain to need to be 
doped up around him. But only 
drugs could elicit such a raw, 
primal reaction from a human 
being, right?

9:45 PM
“What’s the most beautiful 

thing to you?” I asked. 
 We had stopped our violent 
giggling and began to transition 
into a calmer high. My ribs 
twanged with the bittersweet pain 
of laughing too much. It was as if 
my body was admonishing me for 
acting so unbridled and insisting I 
return to seriousness. Sounded just 
like –   

“My mother,” he replied 
suddenly. It was an instant 
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response, yet somehow very real. 
“She’s always been there 

for me and supported my dreams,” 
he mumbled. “My father stopped 
talking to me after I told him I 
dropped out of med school to 
pursue comedy. One year ago 
when I left Dallas for a one-way 
ride to New York City, she was the 
one who said goodbye. She was the 
one who said she’ll always believe 
in me.”

In a matter of seconds he 
was crying. Crying so hard as his 
cherished memory tipped off a 
lifetime of accumulated tears. I 
had never seen a human being cry 
so much, let alone another man. 
Only drugs could elicit such a raw, 
primal reaction from a human 
being, right? 

10:02 PM
Mushrooms completely 

erase normal filters between your 
conscious mind and the outside 
world. With these filters down, more 
information rushes in and the user 
becomes aware of things normally 
filtered out by our minds. User can 
sense more, think more, feel more. 

I held him close as the 
remnants of his tears begin to 
dwindle away. I began to feel 
guilty for lying to my mother 
while another mother’s son was 
convulsing in nostalgia for her. I 
justified my dishonesty by saying 
my mom had too many rules for 
me: get good grades, marry a 

Hindu boy, and get a good, paying 
job in finance. Despite her wishes, 
here I was, in the world capital 
of money yet miles away from 
Manhattan’s financial district. I 
didn’t come to New York to obtain 
anything but inspiration. And 
where else to find it but in the deep 
embrace and intimacy of a man 
who sacrificed every semblance of 
security for his dreams?

He was still in my arms, 
naked and crying. I wondered if 
I could love anything as much as 
he loved comedy, or his mother. A 
final teardrop flickered out of his 
eye and ran down my scalp and I 
suddenly felt what I was yearning 
to feel all night – more than I’ve 
ever felt before. Our huddled 
bodies, his dark room, and my 
journey here all began to merge 
into clarity. Every mistake I ever 
made, every doubt I pondered, 
every failure I incurred, and every 
tear I shed made sense because it 
lead me up to this very moment. 
The dopamine overflow wanted 
to push words out of my mouth 
faster than my mind could process. 
Eventually succumbing to my trip, 
I opened my mouth to speak, only 
to have him kiss it shut and say, 
“You’re so amazing, babe. I believe 
in you so much.”

10:30 PM
In inducing deep thought, 

users usually ponder philosophical 
thoughts before going to the 
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experience. It makes them feel one 
with nature, universe, and even god. 

“I wish I could love 
something as much as you. I wish I 
had your passion.”

I don’t know why I blurted 
that out. Maybe it was the drugs, 
but being with him slowly erased 
the rigid barriers between my 
anxious, untrusting mind and the 
cold outside world, be that drug-
induced or not. Or maybe it was 
desperation. 

He held my cheek in his 
palm and smiled. I thought I saw 
his heart through his eyes. 

“You see the world in a way 
no one else can,” he said. “You have 
an amazing mind and you’re so 
smart. What do you like doing?”

“You,” I joked. It was a 
stupid attempt at humor, but he 
laughed. I felt proud of making a 
comedian laugh. 

Eventually, the pride 
subsided and I began tugging my 
hair nervously and trying to think 
of an answer to his question. “I 
really don’t know,” I grumbled. 

“Okay, let me change 
the question: what are you most 
curious about?”

I pulled on my hair faster 
and faster, as if a self-induced 
whiplash would jolt the answer 
into my head, the long-awaited 
answer to my life’s uncertainty. I 
came to New York for love and for 
inspiration and I was not about 
to stop until I got it. Think, think, 

think. I racked my brain nervously. 
What do I do when I have nothing 
to do? I liked taking photos in my 
spare time, but I also partied in 
my spare time so perhaps “spare 
time” isn’t really a good indicator 
of anything. Hmm, think. I liked 
finance – NO WAY, I thought, 
stopping myself mid-lie before I 
used money or my mother as a 
motivation for loving anything. 
There has to be something. My 
German teacher said I had a 
knack for learning language. Ok, 
getting somewhere, stay along the 
lines of language. I liked learning 
new words. I liked writing stories 
for the newspaper out of sheer 
curiosity about the happenings 
around campus. Stories. I like 
reading Humans of New York. 
People. Photos, people, stories... 

“Stories,” I uttered 
unexpectedly. I was shocked at 
my own outburst. The selectively 
permeable tunnel that stretched 
between my mind and my mouth 
had effectively ceased to exist. 

“I love stories. I love 
learning about them and creating 
them. I love reminiscing them and 
living vicariously through them. 
There are billions and billions of 
people in the world with billions 
and billions of stories and I don’t 
want to die without knowing I at 
least tried to learn their tales or 
enrich their lives with mine…” 

I don’t know what was 
coming out of me faster, the words 
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or the tears. Damn, drugs. Or 
was it something else? It was all 
happening too fast, but not fast 
enough. I lay on the bed, naked 
and crying. Reborn. 

11:42 PM
Most users report feeling 

spiritually uplifted and impacted, 
along with great mental and 
emotional clarity and vision. Time 
seems to slow down.   

“I believe in you so much,” 
he said again. 

I blinked back tears and 
looked at him in empty fear. “Don’t 
say that, you’re scaring me.” 

“How am I scaring you?” 
“Because what if I don’t 

succeed?! What if I turn out to be 
a terrible writer and nobody likes 
my work?” I heard myself shouting 
louder and louder as if passion 
alone could destroy these demons 
of doubt. “Worst of all: what if I 
give up and settle for an average 
life – a life I don’t want to live.” 

I cursed myself for not 
making this discovery earlier. 
A dormant passion had finally 
sprung within me, but it felt futile. 
How I wished I had found it earlier.   

“What if I let you down?”  
His eyes locked my gaze 

with the binding of empathy. 
At that moment, we both saw 
ourselves in each other’s eyes. 

He paused for a moment 
and began to speak. I wiped away 
my tears and perked up intently, 

not knowing that what he would 
say next would forever change my 
life: “Following your dreams is not 
about the destination – it’s about 
the journey.” 

12:00 AM 
“After all, what he had 

always wanted was just that: to 
know new places. Even if he never 
got to the Pyramids, he had already 
traveled farther than any shepherd 
he knew.”
 He recited an excerpt from 
The Alchemist and so much of his 
lifestyle began to fade into view: 
his finicky Brooklyn apartment, 
sprinting through congested New 
York crowds from show to show, 
surviving on a meager amount of 
money – he had sacrificed so much 
for love. 

“You cannot work with 
the intention of reaching your end 
goal today – mastering your craft 
takes baby steps,” he said. “Very 
few people actually succeed in life, 
but what does success even mean? 
I think if you’re doing what makes 
you happy, whether you make it 
or not, you’ll be spending your life 
engaging in the thing you love the 
most. And that, to me, is success.” 

I sniffled. “But what if I 
disappoint-”

“Again, you’re thinking 
about the result. Be present in 
your journey. Share your work 
with others, even if it makes you 
uncomfortable because only by
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exposing your vulnerability will 
you get better.” 

He held my face in his 
hands and wiped a lingering tear 
from my eye. 

“Be proud of what you’re 
creating, and I will always be proud 
of you.” 

6:57 AM 
          When the peak of the trip is 
over and normal awareness takes 
over again, the world assumes its 
former shape and color, though 
users report lingering ruminations. 

I jolted awake to the 
blaring of police sirens outside 
the apartment. People were 
arguing outside and hip-hop 
music consumed the dawn. It 
was peaceful inside though. He 
was still asleep. I brushed his hair 
out of his eyes and marveled at 
his stillness. Sleep was the only 
instance he was quiet. No profound 
words, no obnoxious jokes, no 
beatboxing – he was completely 
still and strangely human. Human, 
that’s only what he was after all. 
Just trying to make it through his 
journey like the rest of us. His 
eyelids cracked open and caught 
me curiously hovering over him. I 
backed away, embarrassed. 

“Good morning, girl,” he 
croaked. 

I ignored his formalities. 
I was pretty sure we passed any 
conceivable boundaries last night.

“You’re so perfect to me,” I 

said. “Everything you do and say 
and every word you contribute to 
this world is just so meaningful 
and worth it.” 

He laughed. “You need 
to see me mess up at one of my 
shows. Then you’ll realize how 
much I have left to learn.”  

I pulled myself closer to 
his side until my nose touched his 
cheek. How I wished I had found 
him earlier. 

“You may still be learning, 
but I haven’t even started.” 

“It’s never too late to begin 
your trip to success,” he said. 
“Everyday is a new day.”

*
February 5, 2015. Austin, TX 
5:16 PM

Though the effects of 
mushrooms last only a few 
hours after consumption, the 
experiences have been reported as 
transformational. Some studies 
conclude the drug has an effect on 
the treating of anxiety, depression. 
As sobriety eventually sets in, the 
world can be seen and felt as fresh 
and new. Reality is let in anew.  

My right hand explodes in 
a cramp and I take a moment to 
tend to it. I hover my mouse over 
to the right corner of my essay. 
“Page: 11,” it displays. 

Holy wow, I have never 
written something so long in 
my entire life. Five months ago 
feels like only yesterday when I 
felt ashamed and embarrassed 
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of the sentences I constructed. I 
didn’t feel like I should contribute 
my words to the world. I didn’t 
think I was profound or funny 
or inspiring. But I wanted to be. 
And I spent every day of the past 
five months trying to be. I wasn’t 
perfect and I am still not. But 
getting to engage in something I 
love every single day is the closest 
thing mortal beings have to magic.  

I don’t talk to him 
anymore. 1,500 miles was too far 
away and we were incapable of 
chasing our dreams and our hearts 
simultaneously. We still love each 
other more than anything. And 
that’s what makes the talking so 
difficult. He will always remain a 
part of me that I love – a part of 
me that thrives and transcends the 
highs of any drug. 

Some of us are lucky to 
have already found our passions. 
Some of us will find it later, and 
some of us will spend our lives 
trying to find it. No matter the 
case, we are all walking on the 
same road to success. Success 
is measured by happiness and 
happiness is immeasurable. One 
day you’ll go on a trip that forever 
changes you. And one day, you’ll 
meet someone who’ll make you 
realize you’ve been misusing the 
word “love” your entire life.  

23
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26 Laminations
Pierce Jamieson

Jean-Christophe Laurent 
was a pâtissier by trade. His 
bakery was ensconced in a plaza 
not far from the Loire on a street 
that bustled with the pattering 
of hooves and the chattering of 
French socialites. Though the 
bakery’s location was somewhat 
obscured by the frenzied humdrum 
of the nearby marketplace, a 
count’s messenger needed only 
to follow his nose to find it. Jean-
Christophe’s cakes, breads, and 
pastries wafted the complex aromas 
of caramelization into the streets 
of Tours. It was advertisement 
enough. He never once thought to 
place a sign over his door, or his 
wares in a window. And indeed 
the courier of Count Charles 
de Bourbon slipped effortlessly 
through the crowds and into Jean-
Christophe’s bakery.

“We’re closed. It’s Sunday,” 
Jean-Christophe mumbled as he 
continued arduously pouring a 
steaming pot of cream into a warm 
mixture of sugar and egg yolks.

“Good day, Monsieur 
Laurent — I’m here to deliver 
a message from the Count,” 
stammered the boy. 

 Jean-Christophe looked 
up from his work. He noticed the 
boy’s frilly cuffs and tabard of 
velvet and silk. He noticed their 
bright Capetian colors, and the 
seal Count de Bourbon impressed 
upon the gleaming red wax of the 
missive he carried in one hand. 
Jean-Christophe put down his 
work and wiped his hands hastily 
on a rag.

“Very well,” he said, holding 
his hand out expectantly. “I’ll have 
the letter.” The boy handed it over. 
“It seemed quite urgent, Monsieur,” 
he explained. Jean-Christophe 
flicked the seal open and began to 
read.

Monsieur Laurent, 
I am writing to insist that 

you provide your cakes and pastries 
and all related festive accoutrement 
at my daughter’s wedding on the 
seventh of May. We will arrange 
for you and your pastries to be 
delivered to the chateaux on that 
day. I trust that you will have 
enough time to prepare. You will be 
well compensated for your work.

My daughter has done little 
but speak of your pastries since she 
tried them at the opera last year. She 
is particularly vehement that you 
provide the “pastry of a thousand 
thin layers” which you prepared on 
that occasion. Please send Luc, the 
boy, back with your answer and 
something sweet to nibble on as he 
makes his way back to us.
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Regards, 
Count Charles de Bourbon

Jean-Christophe sighed, 
and smirked back at the boy. 
“There is a tartelette in the basket 
there for you to eat,” he said, 
pointing toward a cloth-covered 
wicker dome on a counter near 
the oven. “Tell the Count I will be 
honored to cater the wedding.”

Luc smiled. “Thank you, 
Monsieur.”

* * *
Yoshihiro knelt down to 

examine the amorphous hunk of 
iron before him. It was twice his 
size. He thought to turn it over, 
but its weight made moving it 
practically unthinkable. He could 
only gaze upon its curves and 
pores. He could only study its 
regions of rusty complexity and 
their shadows of gleaming, silvery 
effulgence.

The smelter, Hisaishi 
Hayao, wiped his brow with the 
sleeve of his shirt. “Well?” he 
asked. Yoshihiro stood up and 
nodded slowly. 

“You are the best smelter 
in Honshu — a true Shukonin,” 
Yoshihiro said solemnly.

Hayao looked briefly as 
though he might burst into tears of 
joy, but he collected his emotions 
and bowed subtly. “That means a 
lot coming from you, Yoshihiro,” 

he said.
“This is true tamahagane. 

Only your sword-steel is worthy 
of my work. I’ll take all the best 
bits,” Yoshihiro said, placing a sack 
of gold ryo lightly on the hulking 
mass of steel.

The next day, Yoshihiro 
was on his way back to his smithy 
with an oxcart full of the precious 
tamahagane when he was stopped 
by a samurai with a Matsudaira 
clan emblem upon his shitagi.

“Sadamune Yoshihiro?” 
asked the samurai. 

Yosihiro dropped into a 
deep prostration. “Yes?” he asked. 

“The daimyo requests 
your services as swordsmith,” he 
explained, handing Yoshihiro a 
neatly rolled scroll.

Yoshihiro bowed deeply 
and took the scroll with both 
hands. “I am honored to be of 
service to the daimyo,” he said. 
The samurai returned a far less 
respectful bow and left. Yoshihiro 
unraveled the scroll and read its 
vertical characters carefully.

Sadamune Yoshihiro,
Your reputation for crafting 

deadly weapons is unparalleled. I 
will be executing the traitor Tanaka 
Hideki, as he refuses to carry out 
hara-kiri. I will require a new blade 
for this task. You have until the end 
of the early rice-planting month to
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complete my blade.
Matsudaira Katsuro

* * * 
Jean-Christophe knew 

exactly which pastry the daughter 
of the count preferred. He heard 
the way its flaky layers crunched 
between her teeth at the opera. 
He even took the initiative to 
insist that she taste his newest, 
most delicious creation. “What do 
you call this?” asked the count’s 
daughter that rainy evening. “It is 
a new technique, Mademoiselle de 
Bourbon. It is called pâte feuilletée. 
The layers of butter and dough 
form thousands of thin layers 
which delight the senses,” Jean-
Christophe explained.

“It is truly exquisite, 
Monsieur Laurent,” she lauded 
him. 

Jean-Christophe regretted 
his bumptiousness that evening. 
Perhaps if he wasn’t so pushy, the 
added stress of the count’s wedding 
wouldn’t add to his already 
growing list of work. Of all the 
techniques he knew, pâte feuilletée 
was by far the most laborious. 
Perhaps she wouldn’t know the 
difference if he simply chose a 
similar recipe in its stead. But 
no — the taste of it was fresh in 
her memory. She wouldn’t accept 
something less than perfect, and 
Jean-Christophe wouldn’t feel right 
undermining his own reputation 

in that way. Still, the technique 
took many days, and there was no 
guarantee that it would succeed.

The morning that Jean-
Christophe planned to start his 
work, he descended into his cellar 
to ensure he had enough butter. In 
that dim, clean underbelly of his 
bakery, Jean-Christophe arranged 
his pots, pans, and ingredients 
neatly along the walls. Two copper 
pipes carried cool water from the 
Loire into his bakery. One pipe was 
high, near the ceiling — he could 
not reach it without a chair or stool 
upon which to stand. The other 
was at eye level, and provided his 
butter with a place to rest firmly. 
Seeing that he had plenty, and 
that it was fresh, he took a fistful 
and placed it in a saucer. As he 
let the butter melt quickly over a 
smoldering wood stove, he poured 
a measure of flour into a bowl and 
added a pinch of fine salt. Once 
the butter was melted, he added 
it to the bowl with the flour and 
trickled in cool water until the 
mass congealed into a soft ball of 
dough. He placed the dough on the 
chilled, parchment-covered copper 
pipe and repeated the process until 
ten balls of dough rested plumply 
on its broad, cool surface. Finally, 
Jean-Christophe poured ten 
saucepans full of melted butter into 
ten square, ceramic molds lined 
with parchment and set them upon 
his pipe to cool.
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* * * 
It was fortuitous that 

Yoshihiro had just visited his friend 
Hayao to purchase tamahagane 
sword-steel when the Matsudaira 
samurai approached him with an 
order from the daimyo. It would 
make the unreasonable one month 
deadline somewhat less ridiculous. 
When he arrived at his smithy, he 
was pleased to find his apprentices 
Jiro and Makoto stoking the flames 
of the forge. They set to work 
heating and pounding the chunks 
of Hayao’s tamahagane into flat 
slabs. Then, once they were cooled, 
Yoshihiro assessed their brittleness 
by striking them once with a 
hammer and watching for bends or 
fractures. The fragments of rough 
steel were like pieces of a puzzle 
that Yoshihiro needed to sort and 
assemble. The shards that shattered 
were hard, brittle steel — he would 
use those pieces for the razor-sharp 
edge. The pieces that bent were 
softer, flexible steel — meant for 
the inner core. After taking the 
flat pieces of steel and forming 
them into a rough brick, Yoshihiro 
covered them with ash made from 
burnt rice sheaths. He wrote a 
prayer to the kami on a piece of 
rice paper and wrapped the brick 
with it. He poured a slurry of 
ceramic powder and water over the 
paper and thrust the entire thing 
into his forge. When it was nearly 
white-hot, he drew it out and held 
it carefully over his anvil as Jiro 

and Makoto took turns beating 
it flat with large, iron hammers. 
When the thing had doubled in 
length, Yoshihiro took a wedge of 
steel and hammered a notch in the 
center of the white-hot metal brick. 
Then, hammering carefully, he 
folded half the steel back onto itself 
and let Jiro and Makoto continue 
hammering away.

Yoshihiro repeated the 
process several times. Heat, 
hammer, fold — heat, hammer, 
fold. Finally, he examined the 
blocks of steel. In seeing that he 
had tamed the wild, non-uniform 
nature of the tamahagane from 
them, he grinned and retired to his 
bed.

* * * 
With ten soft balls of 

dough, and ten hand-sized blocks 
of butter, Jean-Christophe began 
the real work of pâte feuilletée. He 
worked quickly, rolling each sphere 
of dough into a rough “X” shape, 
then placing a square beurrage at 
its center. He folded the flaps of 
the doughy crucifix across the cold 
fat and made a little package of 
butter. Roll and fold, roll and fold 
— Jean-Christophe worked until 
ten neat butter parcels wrapped in 
dough chilled upon his cellar pipe. 
Next, he rolled the parcels out. He 
beat them with his wooden pin 
until they softened and lengthened 
to three times their width. He 
folded them over themselves two 
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ways in a trifold pattern. Roll and 
fold, roll and fold — he repeated 
the lamination process. As the 
hours of work droned on, three 
layers of butter turned to nine. 
Nine turned to twenty-seven. 
Twenty-seven turned to eighty-
one — in only seven laminations, 
Jean-Christophe had formed over 
two thousand layers of butter and 
dough.

* * *
Yoshihiro examined the 

stocks of soft, medium, and hard 
steel he had produced the previous 
day. He examined the layers of 
carbon and iron visible on the 
thinner edge of them. They were 
so many, and so thin, that it was 
nearly microscopic. But Yoshihiro 
had an eye for the quality of such 
things. His eyes could discern 
the temperature of various steels 
simply by the color they glowed in 
his forge — a technique which took 
years to master.

Yoshihiro dealt with a 
degree of internal turmoil in 
deciding the way that he would 
craft the blade. He had only a 
month, so there would be no time 
to try again if he failed. It would 
have made sense, then, to carry 
out a technique that was familiar 
to him — something he knew he 
could successfully execute. But 
there was something else within 
him which urged him to stray 
from the path of safety. It was a 
hankering temptation, pushing 

him to gamble against his good 
reason. It was the spirit of the 
shokunin. It nearly mirrored the 
brazen, thoughtless purity of action 
carried out by the samurai who 
might wield his weapons in battle. 
It was a smoldering inside of him 
which asked, quite plainly,

“Will you be content with 
mediocrity, or will you risk your 
honor for perfection?” 

No, Yoshihiro was never 
content with being simply enough. 
He decided upon a complex steel 
configuration. He would forge and 
weld a soft core of steel within a 
sheath of medium steel, and edge 
the whole thing with super-hard 
steel, brittle as glass. The core 
would lend the blade flexibility, 
the sheath would grant it strength, 
and the edge would form a blade 
so sharp and perfect that the 
Shogun himself would ask to feel 
it. The sword would thirst for 
flesh— it would be a living object, 
demanding it be drawn from its 
scabbard and used.

* * * 
With aching palms, and 

a sharp soreness beneath his 
ribs from the work of the day 
before, Jean-Christophe floured 
his wooden counters and rolled 
the dough of his pâte feuilletée 
into thin sheets, no more than 
half a centimeter thick. It was 
then that Jean-Christophe was 
confronted with the problem of 
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the pastry’s components. He had 
spent so much of his physical 
and mental energy in preparing 
the laminated dough that he had 
given no thought to what sort of 
pastry he would eventually create. 
Surely it would be light, flaky, and 
delicious, but what would be in 
it? Would he fill it with fruits and 
traditional pastry cream? Would he 
layer in chocolate the way he had 
at the opera? He knew the Count’s 
daughter and those in attendance 
would find a flaky, chocolate treat 
enjoyable. But would it mesmerize 
them with delight? Would it create 
a lasting impression that they 
would not soon forget? When they 
retired to the pretentiousness of 
their dining rooms and stuffiness 
of their bedchambers, would they 
reminisce on the delectable nature 
of his pastries? Or would they 
simply carry on as if the perfection 
of them had left no lasting 
impression upon their minds?

It was a silly thing, Jean-
Christophe often thought, that he 
put forth so much effort to create 
such a fleeting experience for other 
people. He tempered this cynicism 
with his internal, dogged pursuit of 
perfection. He drew the door of his 
pantry open and noticed a surfeit 
of almonds he had acquired from 
a merchant carrying goods from 
the port in Marseilles. He took the 
almonds and began to pulverize 
them until all that remained of 
them was a fine powder. He added 

sugar, egg whites, and water to 
soften the mixture. Soon, a grainy 
paste emerged. Jean-Christophe 
spread the paste between the layers 
of his pâte feuilletée. He brushed 
an egg-wash over the top of his 
pastries so that they would brown 
when cooked, and stoked the 
flames of his fires before thrusting 
them into his oven.

* * *
Yoshihiro drew the steel 

out. Each heating and each 
hammering made it look more 
like a sword. Days went by as he 
and his apprentices obsessed over 
its shape, its straightness, and 
its length. Finally it was ready to 
be tempered. Yoshihiro painted 
a thin layer of clay and ash over 
the edge of the blade and waited 
until the sun had set. With the 
dimmer light, he could judge the 
color of the steel. He pushed the 
bellows carefully, controlling the 
temperature of the blade with 
extreme precision. Finally, when 
the blade glowed an orange the 
color of the hachigatsu moon, he 
removed it from the flames and 
quenched the length of it in a long 
trough of water. The leading edge 
cooled more quickly than the back 
of the blade. The differential heat 
treatment stressed the blade, and 
provided the perfect curve that 
Yoshihiro desired. When the water 
stopped sizzling, he removed it 
from the trough and gazed upon 
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its new shape. The curve was 
exaggerated only slightly near the 
point of the blade, and Yoshihiro 
declared firmly to his disciples that 
it was the most beautiful sword he 
had ever created — he had attained 
perfection.

* * *
Jean-Christophe watched 

as his pastries quadrupled in 
thickness. The butter between the 
dough melted, prompting pockets 
of steam to force apart the doughy 
layers until all that remained 
were flakes of crispy dough and 
marzipan. When they were brown 
over the top, he drew them from 
the oven and layered them with 
a glaze of sugar. Some shaved 
almonds provided the finishing 
touch to the treats. When they 
cooled enough, he brought one to 
his mouth, sniffed its nutty aroma, 
and ate. The cascade of a thousand 
layers met a soft core of sweet 
almond. The texture and the flavor 
combined taught his senses a new 
dimension of pleasure. For only an 
instant, he forgot his obligations 
to the count. He forgot the chores 
to be completed that day. For that 
brief moment he enjoyed himself 
— he had attained perfection.

* * *
Yoshihiro sent the blade to 

be sharpened and polished in the 
nearby city of Kyoto, as he did not 
trust the local sharpeners in Fukui 
with his masterpiece. He delivered 

it personally to Uesugi Hayate, 
the master sword sharpener in 
Japan’s capital city. The sharpening 
of the blade took two weeks, and 
when it was completed, Yoshihiro 
treated it like a sacred relic. He 
had it outfitted with a gorgeous 
hilt of the most fine cloth, wood, 
bone, gold, and steel components. 
Finally, he wrapped the entire 
thing in a fine cloth bag and 
arrived at the daimyo’s castle in 
Fukui to deliver the weapon. A 
handmaiden greeted Yoshihiro 
and delivered him to the daimyo’s 
chambers. He knelt at the door 
and ceremoniously made his entry, 
fully knowing that any break 
from protocol would mean his 
decapitation. When he was finally 
prostrated before the daimyo, he 
placed the weapon between them 
carefully.

“Is this my new katana?” 
asked the daimyo. 

“Yes, Katsuro-sama,” 
Yoshihiro said. It would have been 
impolite to say more. 

Katsuro stood and picked 
up the sword. He drew it casually 
from its sheath and examined 
it carefully. He touched its edge 
lightly and drew blood.

“Sharp,” he noticed. “I want 
you to be present at the execution 
of the traitor Tanaka Hideki,” he 
demanded.

“Yes, Katsuro-sama,” 
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Yoshihiro repeated. 
* * *

The day finally came 
when Luc arrived with a carriage 
to deliver Jean-Christophe’s 
pastries to Chateaux-de-Bourbon. 
The pastries were loaded and 
delivered safely — and Jean-
Christophe delivered with them. 
The footmen of the chateaux aided 
Jean-Christophe in arranging the 
wedding cake and the pastries 
within the foyer to be enjoyed. 
Finally, the bride returned from 
the wedding at the Cathedral of 
Saint Gatien, a procession of guests 
trailing behind her. Upon seeing 
Jean-Christophe standing near the 
wedding cake, the count’s daughter 
illuminated. She approached him 
eagerly, breaking the clutches of 
her new husband.

“Monsieur Laurent, what 
have you prepared?” she asked. A 
smile beamed between her lovely, 
brown curls.

“I believe congratulations 
are in order, Mademoiselle,” 
Laurent said, taking her gloved 
hand and placing a kiss upon it.

“Thank you Monsieur 
— but I am most eager to try 
your confections,” she explained. 
Jean-Christophe picked up a plate 
from a central arrangement of his 
pastries and handed it to her. Upon 
the porcelain-smooth ceramic dish 
sat one of his almond puffs, all 

shimmery with the thin glaze he 
had left upon it. 

“Please, try this,” Laurent 
insisted.

The count’s daughter 
pushed the thing into her mouth 
and took a dainty bite. She 
smiled, nodded, and swallowed. 
“Delicious, Monsieur Laurent!” she 
said.

Jean-Christophe allowed 
for a trace of disappointment to 
influence his expression. He did 
not see her escape to another 
world. He did not see perfection 
in the way she experienced his 
creation. “You like it?” he asked, 
hoping for more affirmation.

She nodded. “Yes, thank 
you, Monsieur,” she said. She 
curtsied before returning to her 
groom and enjoying the remainder 
of her wedding.

* * *
The villagers of Fukui had 

gathered to watch the execution 
of Tanaka Hideki, as he had been 
responsible for a degree of civil 
unrest in the weeks prior to his 
capture. The daimyo’s officials 
announced the man’s identity, 
his crimes, and his punishment 
as Lord Katsuro stood nearby. 
The criminal knelt proudly upon 
the steps to Fukui Castle as Lord 
Katsuro approached him. Katsuro 
drew Yoshihiro’s blade from the 
sheath at his side and let it fall 
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in a perfect arc across the traitor’s 
neck. The cut was perfect, and 
the blade delivered Tanaka to his 
death with a brutal efficiency. 
Yoshihiro suppressed his urge to 
beam with happiness at seeing 
his creation used to its fullest 
potential. Tanaka’s head rolled 
down the steps of the castle, and 
Lord Katsuro wiped the blade 
with a silk cloth before returning 
it to its sheath. Yoshihiro waited 
patiently on the steps for the 
daimyo’s praise or affirmation, but 
he received neither. He watched 
the congregation of gawking 
peasants return to their tasks, and 
he watched the thugs of Katsuro’s 
clan clean up Tanaka’s corpse. He 
waited until he was the only man 
left at the scene of the debacle, and 
still, he received no praise.

* * *
There was a poignantly 

unsatisfactory quality to Jean-
Christophe’s experience that day 
at the wedding. As he tied a rope 
to the high, copper pipe in his 
cellar he was forced to ask himself 
difficult questions. Questions like, 
“If I created perfection, might I be 
the only one who could appreciate 
it?”

* * *
Yoshihiro returned to his 

smithy and drew a short sword 
from the wall where he displayed 
his crafts. He knelt down near his 
forge and unsheathed the blade. 
He solemnly loosened his shitagi, 
and exposed the bare skin of his 
stomach. He held the tip of the 
blade to his belly and said, “I have 
created perfection. It matters 
not if I am the only one who can 
appreciate it.”
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but I will lie here

it’s almost violent
I want you so badly

would only cause it to crumble

every new moment

it crushes my chest

that you aren’t with me

but to push something so delicate

for another chance

and wait

to reach out

and feel the hair rise on your arm
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&& the knives  are melting
under the tress         & tomorrow 
the world  ends  fast
the blue  ox dries
in the sun                  after school, the 

august rain
the bicycle  stays in the shade near  home 

avoiding heat  (it will rust, dad said,
he also says,
don’t leave my tools out)

let them  know           i chew the hilt 

now, not the blade
that  thing is gone     &

things           i can’t see      don’t 
normally leave
like this          the world 
is a friend     & i don’t
know what happens when  we kiss
(the earth explodes)

after Dara Wier
Davis Land38
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&& the knives  are melting
under the tress         & tomorrow 
the world  ends  fast
the blue  ox dries
in the sun                  after school, the 

august rain
the bicycle  stays in the shade near  home 

avoiding heat  (it will rust, dad said,
he also says,
don’t leave my tools out)

let them  know           i chew the hilt 

now, not the blade
that  thing is gone     &

things           i can’t see      don’t 
normally leave
like this          the world 
is a friend     & i don’t
know what happens when  we kiss
(the earth explodes)

Last Time I Checked
Jordan Cooley

These are not my walls.  
They’re too red.  Not the aggressive 
type of red, though; it’s the type 
of red that says old.  It’s like these 
walls used to be made of metal and 
the roof was a bit too leaky. 

There is a window directly 
in front of me, and it is huge.  It 
looks like it should be a picture 
of dinky blinds, framed by rust, 
emitting some sort of hard light.  
It would be beautiful if it weren’t a 
window.  

Who chose those blinds 
anyway? They are too cheap, 
too ineffective for such a grand 
window.  No, what should be there 
is a soft curtain, something that the 
light isn’t cut by.  A light brown, I 
think, and be hung by an iron rod, 
gathering in pools on the floor.  
It would allow for warm tinted 
mornings and comfortable sunsets. 

But this isn’t my room and 
the sun is hard from being cut by a 
dull knife. 

There are pictures of bands, 

I guess, that I don’t know all along 
the walls.  I’ve never heard their 
music before.  I wonder if that’s 
what I’m listening to right now.  I 
hadn’t noticed the record player 
playing, spinning stranger singing 
to me.  I think I like them; I like 
the voice at least.  It’s making the 
empty, large, silent room a bit more 
familiar. 

The record player is lying 
on a desk, and that’s when I see the 
blood.  It is dripping from the edge, 
thick and black onto the floor.  I 
wonder how long the blood has 
been there?

I feel the bed move.  I 
wasn’t sure how long he had been 
there. Actually, I didn’t realize that 
there had ever been another person 
in the bed with me.  I try to sit up, 
to move, or scream.  My spine has 
been removed, though, so I can’t 
feel my body. 

When he sits up, he doesn’t 
have a face.  His skin has been 
smudged by greasy thumbs, dark 
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spots streaking across his skin.  I 
feel him kiss my forehead, tell me 
good morning.  He gets out of bed 
covered in blood. 

Why are you covered in 
blood, I say, but he doesn’t hear 
me.  He walks out of the room, red 
dripping from his naked body. 

So I lay there, because there 
really isn’t much else I can do.  My 
body feels disjointed; my insides 
are floating in all the wrong places.  
I can actually see my heart beating 
in-between my hips.  My skin is 
pale and red, and it stretches with 
each soft thud.  

I feel cold despite being 
covered in blood. 

I slowly remember the 
night before.  The man who was 
in the bed with me had given me 
wine, blood red, saying that it was 
sweeter than most.  What he meant 
was that it was cheaper than most.  
I remember drinking it, my skin 
loosening up.  I remember first not 
being able to feel my teeth, and 
then my bones. 

We laughed a lot.  He 
pointed to a poster and asked me 
if I had ever heard them.  I shook 
my head no, feeling blood slosh 
around in my face.  He got up and 
turned the record player on, turned 
to me, hand stretched out, asking 
to dance. 

I danced with him, not 
noticing my body spilling out onto 
the floor.  I was happy, I was drunk, 
and I didn’t notice the knives he 

had next to his books. 
I remember saying no.  

Please no.  
I’m drunk.  
No.  
Stop.  
It’s too soon. 
I don’t want to ruin this. 
I don’t want you to ruin this. 

The wine had caused my 
body to be careless.  He read that 
as readiness.  Maybe that was the 
problem.  He didn’t have ears; he 
couldn’t hear the bones in my body 
rattling, begging him to stop. 

He thought that we were 
just dancing, just laughing, that it 
was just music.  He didn’t mean to 
hurt me.  I shouldn’t have drunk 
so much wine.  This was my fault, 
I said to myself as he kissed my 
hollow collarbones.  

I felt him pull at my skin, 
biting the loose ends off.  I didn’t 
want to like how it felt, but I liked 
feeling wanted.  His fingers traced 
my veins that ran from my neck 
to my hips.  I don’t remember him 
taking off my clothes. 

Or maybe I took them off. 
He asked me to lie on my 

stomach, that he wanted to see 
all of me.  I clumsily turned, my 
breasts uncomfortably pressed 
into my body.  The wine has made 
my mouth cotton dry, taking the 
cotton pillow too easily. 

He got up and walked to 
his bookshelf.  I turned my head to 
look at him.  Do you like to read, he 
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asked.  I said yes. 
He came back with a knife, 

kissed my shoulder and told me 
not to worry, that he wasn’t going 
to screw this up.  I told him that I 
didn’t believe him.  

When he plunged the knife 
into my back, it took a minute for 
my skin to break.  It wasn’t sharp 
enough to slice through my skin.  
The pressure of the knife pressing 
into my back made my eyes water 
but my mouth was too cotton to 
say anything. 

When it finally broke 
through, a wave of relief washed 
over my body.  The tension in my 
neck gave out, and my face pressed 
into the pillow comfortably.  

He drug the knife, cutting 
my back like bread, along my 
spine.  I heard the knife drop to 
the floor, its body covered in blood 
making a sick thud. 

His finger reached into my 
body, dislocating the spine from 
everything else.  It popped as he 
wedged his fingers in-between 
the vertebrae and my ribs.  There 
was a sucking sound as he pulled 
up from the middle.  I lay there, 
unable to move, as he tossed my 
spine next to my clothes. 

Better, right? He asked me.  
He kissed my neck, my shoulders, 
all the way down my back. 

I closed my eyes and said 
cotton. 

When he walked back in, 
he had two cups of coffee.  He 

tried to hand me one, but I just 
laid there in my blood, staring at 
his smudged face.  Aren’t you a bit 
hungover, he asked. 

I tried to say that I never 
get hungover, but all that came 
out of my mouth was music.   He 
laughed and told me that I was 
lucky and set my coffee on the 
bedside table.  Sitting down, 
he rubbed my leg, saying how 
fantastic the night before was.  He 
hoped that I enjoyed myself as 
much as he did. 

Could you hand me my 
clothes, I say to him.  He didn’t 
hear me as he continued to ramble 
about the night before.  Please, can 
you hand me my clothes.  They’re 
right there, next to my spine.  Can 
you hand that to me also?

I guess you have a busy day, 
he said, finally getting up.  Here, 
I’ll help you get dressed.  He handed 
me my clothes and my spine 
and left.  I continued lying there, 
staring at the too-big window and 
rusted walls, wondering how I was 
supposed to leave.
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43The Good, the Bad, and the Mostly Good
Ivan Gongora

Moments of adorable silence
punctuated by the tender feeling of lonesome dances with 
a breeze and faraway glances, fireside chats; 
muddled love and muddy love, oh my
too much flirtation, lust and laughs
or not enough
mere moments made alive
—though most moments merely die 
these joy-filled deaths, surprise surprise
to see grimness cheerfully, though much despised 
detached from joy and life it’d never be.
Like eery shadows and happy places 
so too are lonesome dances
and this waltz of you and I, 
linked…in love?
Do I write for you, or I?
Hardly did I tell you,
though perhaps you one day knew,
that from silence music learned to dance
and so entwined are they, forgetful they’ve become. 
So take my hand for the lonesome waltz of ages, 
the rhythm is found steady in our hearts;
through blank pages’ subtle lead
I’ve spilled a sea of ink twice or once, 
thus have I spread their heartfelt whispers 
among the destitute and resolute. 
Blotches, butterfly wings
and Rorschach blots,
this is all that life has been to me.
Death detached from life—whoever thought of that? 
Through all intents and cruel mistakes will I so cradle 
those still moments of adorable silence
felt, truly, like a flickering flame in darkness—
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