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Cover photo by Raychan on Unsplash.


Chapter 1


It was seven p.m., two hours before showtime, and Randy’s trip hop ringtone thundered in his pocket— turned up way too loud for what it was. He pinched the phone from his pants like a dirty diaper, but held it to his ear anyway. The hat trick of disappointments was nearly complete.

“Randayyy,” Dante said.

“Dantayyy,” Randy replied, then froze in mid-step, attracting the confused glances of passers-by on the street. He was bracing for the death blow.

“I can’t come tonight.”

“Shit!” Randy started twirling in circles beneath the heartless skyscrapers and urban roar, like a father whose little girl was lost in the city and who had no idea where to turn. “No one will go with me!”

“I’m sorry, man,” Dante said.

“You should be,” Randy said. “‘’The Moment to Go,’ live. ‘Boxes and Cans,’ live. Mindfucking special effects. One night only, on me. Tickets at one of the most up-front tables, close enough to fondle Adam Matheson’s balls. Please consider each one of these phrases carefully before you finalize your statement that you cannot come to this concert.”

“I can’t come.”

Randy stifled a scream and almost pulverized his phone in his hands. “Okay, okay. I understand. No worries chief. Peace.” He wished he had an old-timey phone he could slam shut; instead he touched the end-call button with his fingertip aggressively. “Fuck you.” No worries? No, worries! Peace? No! Before peace, there must be war!


Interlude 1


Mangonel – Thursday, February 20, 2020 – 9 p.m. – Standards

If only I could pinch you through the internet to convince you this was really happening— you’ll just have to take my word for it. Though in the midst of recording their latest album in their prolific career— I’ve lost count of how many albums they have— our pride and joy of Chicago, this talented quintet, have been meeting with me in secret to arrange a little break from their hard work— an intimate one-off show at the spiffiest venue slash restaurant slash party in the city: my Standards, only two days from now!

These tickets are so hot they’ll burst into flames in your jacket, and you don’t know how hard it was not to save them all up for my own friends. So for the love of God: call up the one you love and get over here on Thursday night to have your ears, eyes, tongue, and perhaps other body parts blown to smithereens by Mangonel. Buy your tickets now. Right the hell now.

—James Radisson, founder, Standards.

Randy had sprung out of his bed, pounced on his entire nightstand like a panther, ripped open his wallet, and bought four tickets.


Chapter 2


But now Randy’s eyes burned. He didn’t try very hard not to envision Dante (fitting), Steve, and Emily as the traitors chewed up by Satan in the frigid ninth circle of hell. The film festival last night and especially the afterparty had been illy as shit. What had drunken Steve said? “I’m going to fly out of this building on a rocket of splooge!”

“You and all of us!” Randy had said. “We’ll all be holding hands, rocketing away. NASA won’t know what the fuck they’re looking at.”

Why disassemble a championship team? Why not keep the party going?

Idiotically Randy spun in circles in the beautiful street. He tried to think of anyone else to call —

<Yo, Randy! Can you hear me? R-Town, come in!> said Gabe.

Randy twirled in more circles, grabbing for his phone, trying to understand where this voice from within had originated, since it could not possibly have truly been from within, like communication between creatures in different dimensions. A pocket dial was plausible, but his cousin’s voice had reverberated too deeply inside his head for that, like the phone was already at his ear, or even inside it. When he found it, it was idle, and it lit back up to reveal Emily’s disappointing rejection text from before.

“Hello,” Randy said, for reasons he did not understand.

<Oh shit,> went Gabe’s voice. <The soul radio is tuning in. Randy! R-Dog! Are you there?>

“Uhhh,” Randy said, pondering how a time traveler would think schizophrenia was on the rise in this decade with so many people taking wireless phone calls with earbuds while walking in the street. “I’m afraid this is very bad.”

<No, brother, it’s great,> Gabe said. <I’ve reached a new level of consciousness.>

“What the fuck is going on?” Randy said to no one, unable to deny the reality of the voice any longer. He dove into weird little alcove by a nondescript building; he wished he had an umbrella or a heavy flashlight to defend himself from shadowy creatures. “Who are you? Gabe?”

<Yes. Yes! It’s Gabe, man. Your cousin, speaking to you from New York motherfucking Cit-yah across the most cosmic of channels.>

This fucking guy did indeed talk like Gabe. Randy started smacking his forehead. “Go on.”

<I’m on an adventure and working on my new novel, the one about scavenging in Detroit. And I’m meditating in— uh, where I’m staying— because I was sick and tired of telling my patients to try it but not doing it myself. I found myself think about you, and you know, when you meditate, you’ve just got to let the thoughts pass when they come, but they kept coming. I thought about what we’ve been talking about lately, how you sleep all the time. You’re frustrated about not dominating the world with me yet, and about to put a bullet in your dome over thinking bullshit like where to go to law school. Then I could feel this point of bright light rising up from my diaphragm all the way to my forehead, and it was like a new dimension opened up. All my chakras— my ballsack, my antlers, my clitoris— have opened wide, wide, wide. The universe is holographic, man. I found your spirit. Now we can talk hands-free!>

Randy bent down and began to unlace and re-tie his shoes. “You can hear me?”

<I can tell that you’re thinking, but it sounds like static. I think when you talk out loud, it comes in more clearly.>

“Great!! I’m nuts!”

<No, man, it would be me that’s nuts if anything,> Gabe said. <This is sweet. Are you alone? Would it be too weird if you tried to help me figure out how this works?>

“Well, you’re calling at a good time, actually,” Randy said, and apprised him of the situation.

<No shit! Don’t you feel stupid?>

“For sure,” Randy said. “I’ll look like an idiot or worse, alone at my table. I snatched up the tickets mad quick. The crowd isn’t going to be very big. Adam Matheson is going to look out, see this asshole at an empty table right there wiping sauce off his mouth with a royal flush of unused tickets, and be like, ‘Wow, this city is a douchebag factory.’ Then they’ll never come back to Chicago even though he’s from here.”

<That sucks big floppy donkey dick,> Gabe said. <Wait! I have an idea. Clap a bunch of times, like really fucking loud, and say something while you do it.>

“I’m clapping a bunch of times, very loudly,” Randy said truthfully.

<This is dope beyond all reason, my brother. I can’t hear anything on your end but your voice. You know what that means.>

Randy wiped the back of his neck anxiously. He opened his wallet and looked at the business card Gabe had given him the last time they’d hung out, for no reason other than good vibrations. On the back, Gabe had written, “Keep it gangster.” All Randy had ever been able to achieve through meditation was impatience and falling asleep— not that there was anything wrong with that— but maybe someone else’s success could help him, anyway. “If I talk to myself, you can still hear. Do you want to be my psychic wingman? Like my air traffic controller!”

<Fuck yeah, Hot Hot Randy! I’m literally just sitting here, as that it as meditation entails. Let’s Make It Happen dot MP3! Mission control!>

“Yes! Okay,” Randy said. “If you were a Mangonel fan and you didn’t have a ticket to the show, where would you be at?”

<In my apartment, crying and masturbating into my ice cream,> Gabe said. <They don’t have to be a fan, do they? They just have to be cool. Are you anywhere near that organic grocery store we went to when we hung out last year?>

Randy began to hustle closer to downtown, trying to find high concentrations of young, hip people while also not fucking up the mission instantly by tripping over an irregularity in the sidewalk. “Yeah. Why?”

<Because, dude. Think. That place is home to some of the hottest grocery shoppers on planet Earth. You have to jack off first before you go for fear of accidental discharge. Remember that girl by the soups?>

“Shit, yes! The soupermodel! Nicely done. That is where my search for recruits will begin. All right… breaker one-nine, we are officially commencing… Operation… uh… Troops.”

<Keep me posted, cum-gushin’ cousin. Make it happen.>


Interlude 2


Woohoo Review: Mangonel – Now This One Shall Speak (2019) 

At this publication we typically review music releases track by track but this is Mangonel we’re talking about. I begged and begged my editor to allow me to shuffle off that restrictive coil so I could say what I felt and goon for Mangonel. This is a progressive and open-minded magazine from an equally progressive and open-minded university, so after promising him my sister’s hand in marriage, he acquiesced. So here’s what I have to tell you about the Chicago quintet’s latest indie electro progressive death art-core production:

Listening to Now This One Shall Speak is like hanging by a rope from the ceiling, upside-down, naked, working your johnson until you bust in your own face.

That’s right. No song has ever made me shiver and shake like the mournful synth-washed bleakness of “Eternity Lies Ahead,” or forced me to confront my mortality like the stop-start stuttering and rancorous guitar growls of “Forever This Feeling.” The new industrial clanks and grinds in the title track are perfect to the nanosecond, yet… not, in that way only an unflinchingly honest human being’s creation could be. It’s the sort of thing that makes reviewing and critical theory a futile enterprise, that gives away that I’m only working here to buff up my future application to law school. You’ll see my five stars here, but you could have the whole skyful if you just flushed this rag, wrapped your ears in headphones, and let your soul drink in this, this… hoo boy. They have talking ravens on this album, and “paid” them by donating to a raven sanctuary. Enough said.

—Randall Gomez, University Press


Chapter 3


Randy took one last look at the sprawling, clean shelves of the super-dee-duper market, an arcing rainbow of organic wholesomeness and social disappointment spread out before him, and stormed out. The lights in every window and lamppost were eyes, judging him. And it was cold.

“That did not pain out,” he barked to himself.

<Continue,> Gabe said. <I have no idea what has transpired.>

“Turns out that this time of night is when the regular people shop. I went up and down the aisles. I spent a good while lurking by the bananas thinking I could swoop in and save an oblivious lass from wasting her hard-earned advertising or graphic design money on organic
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