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            EDITOR’S NOTE

          

          PAULA DIAS GARCIA
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      Like so many who came of age in that specific decade, I was reared on novels featuring teen-led revolutions against authoritarian regimes. The specifics may vary, but the beats that guided me through those years remained the same – an unlikely hero, powers (magical or not) found in humble circumstances, unquestionably evil villains, and the always just cause of freedom.

      As I moved out of the YA age group into the much less exciting (non-qualified) Adult category, my love for those young revolutionaries lingered, but my personal hopes were somewhat dashed. If there is such a thing as a chosen one, I was not it; the call for adventure had not come, maybe because it was evident there would be no denial on my part, no hesitation.

      Undeterred, whenever I could direct the topics of my education, I turned to revolutions – real ones, both in historical retellings, and fictionalised manifestations. Lés Mis and the Paris Commune in the same breath, the same research folder, the same quest for that burning desire for change that drove both fiction and the world.

      I kept stumbling upon moments of beauty that seemed impossible, overreaching – Éponine saying she is “a little bit in love” with someone she is willing to die for, or Grantaire, the unserious revolutionary, standing up to be taken by the same bullets that take his beloved Enjolras. It would be easy to write these off as fiction, of course, except that their counterparts were also in history. The real life Enjolras – Louise Michel – also stood up in front of a court and dared them to execute her, taking responsibility for everything; spared Enjolras’ fate, she continued fighting for change for the rest of her life.

      Sifting through the registers of history, I found art, poetry and undefeated love. Facing certain death during the Sandinista Revolution, Idania Fernandez leaves a letter to her daughter asking her to “love always our people, and humankind.”

      I find myself returning to that line often, to the beautiful current that flows from Idania when she requests this; when she loves humanity in the same way she loves her daughter. And maybe that is what really must guide any revolution worth its salt – to love people with such conviction that it is impossible to live in a world that is cruel to them; to have a love for humanity so profound that you have no choice but to make reality fairer, better for all.

      This time around, we asked for stories where systems were broken down, dismantled; over and over, we were taken back to community. Heroes find friends, people find partners; Grantaire loves Enjolras, and in doing so joins the revolution. Each agent of change finds that they are not a unique outlier – there are others, equally moved and powerful – and so the change multiplies. It becomes inevitable.

      It comes as no surprise that this very project – this collection of voices asking for more of the worlds we live in – exists only because a community has found it worth it to carve a place for it to thrive. It is an honour and a privilege to continue inhabiting this space we've built together! We can never say enough thanks to our comrades and co-conspirators: the writers who continue to trust us, our ever supportive friends and family, the booksellers and lecturers that spread the word, Limerick City and County Council and the Arts Council.

      Though each tale has its own message, its own path for change, if we say one thing together, it is this – if you find yourself in the outside of a world that could be fairer, isolated and excluded, remember: there are more of us. We are shouting. We are still fighting. And one day, we'll be singing together.
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      CONTENT WARNINGS

      Please be advised that discussions of death, grief and sexuality may be present throughout the book.

      
        
        Injury detail: SEO, Playground (of a child); Goodbye, Brielle; Greetings from Angelus.

        Gore: Anglerfish; Goodbye, Brielle; Greetings from Angelus.

        Racism: Playground.

        Severe Mental Distress: SEO, Greetings from Angelus.

        Sexual Abuse (of a child): The Many Treasures of Graham Gorse (mentioned), Thirty Below Zero.

        War: Goodbye, Brielle.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      “The toad always has his eyes

      fixed on heaven.

      Why?  In order to watch

      the bird in its flight.”

      
        
        LES MISÉRABLES, VICTOR HUGO

      

      

      

      May God keep me from death,

      Before once returning there,

      Before rejoicing in pleasures

      Which are absent now near me,

      Before glimpsing the palm trees

      On which the song thrush thrills.

      
        
        SONG OF EXILE, GONÇALVES DIAS [FREE TRANSLATION BY THE EDITOR]

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Editor’s Note

      

      
        Content Information

      

      
        SEO

        Brooke Stanish

      

      
        Playground

        J. Cai

      

      
        The Secret Life of Death

        Ali McGuire

      

      
        Flying

        Natalie Robinson

      

      
        Anglerfish

        C. K. DeLeskie

      

      
        The Many Treasures of Graham Gorse

        Conor Clohessy

      

      
        Big Foot

        Barsa Ray

      

      
        Designer Dreams

        Vikki Stea

      

      
        The Cow

        Maeve Abyss

      

      
        Dictated by Law

        Victor Kreuiter

      

      
        The Parakeet

        Sophia Blush

      

      
        Goodbye, Brielle

        A. M. Sutter

      

      
        The Face Beneath

        Marie-Hélène Lebeault

      

      
        Thirty Below Zero

        Veeda Khan

      

      
        Greetings from Angelus

        Zana Fraillon

      

    

    
      
        The Authors

      

      
        Also by Sans. PRESS

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Surrounded by sparkles, two rats seem to chase each other in a circle.]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SEO

          

          BROOKE STANISH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        i am trying very hard not to be ridiculous;

        lately everyone thinks i am

        ridiculous. i slide a note beneath my

        bedroom door. it says:

      

      

      
        
        i am not ridiculous. i simply woke up, missing my hands.

      

      

      
        
        which, 		of course: Nobody read.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        silly nubs!

      

      

      
        
        always knocking my lamp

        onto the carpet,

        making it so hard to write

        anything of SUBBBbbbsstanceee.

      

      

      
        
        i’ve heard of mental breakdowns

        & i know this is not it.

        i know it because i really can

        not locate my hands.

      

      

      
        
        my mother knocks on my door.

        my father knocks on my door.

        my brother knocks on my door.

      

      

      
        
        i can’t help myself

        but to tell them:

        i have misplaced my hands;

        please go away now as

        i look for them.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        days before i lost my hands

        i tried telling everyone

        how sad i am

      

      

      
        
        my father said: i don’t think

        you’re considering the consequences

        of your words

      

      

      
        
        stop being ridiculous!

        in the pink lamplight,

        he looked so sad, like a rodent

        with eyes the size of planets.

      

      

      
        
        days before i lost my hands

        i tried telling everyone

        how sad i am

      

      

      
        
        my brother did not look up

        from his pizza dogs,

        dripping ketchup

        from his lips

      

      

      
        
        days before i lost my hands

        i tried telling everyone

        how sad i am

      

      

      
        
        my mother listened–

        she was: sorry. she drew a hair

        behind her ear & sighed.

        she poured a glass of wine.

      

      

      
        
        all this time, i was so sad

        & she was too

      

      

      
        
        i took a sip from her glass

      

      

      
        
        i don’t mean to blame you
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        * * *

      

      last month;

      an article on

      cowboy boots,

      helpless thoughts

      of toes–

      fleshy & breakable,

      bone on top of skin.

      one toe so distorted.

      everyone’s toes, so

      breakable. my fingers

      as if they have little lives

      inside of them. what stops

      me from biting them,

      breaking bone

      straight through & clean?

      absolutely

      
        
        nothing–

      

      

      
        
        this was when

        i started

        to chew on:

        my left pinky.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        it’s been 7 days since

        you’ve been out of that room, Sophia.

        you know what this means,

        don’t you?

      

      

      no, mother, i do not. tell me

      what it means–

      
        
        it means that you are now

        certifiably crazy.

      

      

      that cannot be.

      
        
        well, why not?

      

      

      because i lost my hands.

      
        
        then let me see!

      

      

      absolutely not.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        i clocked into work.

        i tried to write,

        but nothing sounded

        right. i

        did not care

        if cowboy boots were

        made out

        of leather or

        snakeskin.

      

      

      
        
        what is the problem?

        lately, your articles are

        limp. they lack

        emotion–

      

      

      
        
        writing grew

        pointless;

        i couldn’t help staring

        out my window,

        at the grass & the dirt

        & feeling i should be inside them.

        everything on top

        of me is too much to be

        on top of me &

        i am very

        tired, to say the least.

      

      

      
        
        this is when:

        i bit my pinky

        to the bone.

        i never thought

        i could bite my

        fingers off

        & i did not.

        but, in truth, i am

        not sure how

        exactly they disappeared the

        day they were

      

      

      
        
        finally gone.

        i sat down to write.

        nothing

        is worth my time at all–

        the only thing

        words ever

        did was torture me,

        pick me down

        to the bone until

        i was nothing at all.

        i even lost my little

        pinkish hands–
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        * * *

      

      at my door:

      blueberry pancakes

      on a white plate,

      painted in syrup,

      pre-cut into

      inch-long pieces as if

      to say: i believe

      the story of your

      handlessness.

      9 days i have not left

      my room. if i was God,

      my hands would have

      resurrected 3 times already.

      i miss the world

      deeply,

      like God, perhaps.

      i should have resurrected

      by now, the world

      probably collapsed

      without me.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        we need to talk,

        my boss called & said this

        as if it was true

      

      

      i said:

      i cannot.

      
        
        well, why not?

        we are talking now,

        aren’t we?

      

      

      not in the manner

      that you mean to–

      
        
        how do you know

        what i mean?

      

      

      you mean

      to fire me.

      
        
        i do not–

      

      

      . . .

      
        
        i only mean to ask:

        what is wrong?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        keywords: snakeskin. leather. boots. cowboys. cowgirls. cow babies. rugged. western. american dream. dream. tumbleweeds. dreams. tumbleweed. high quality. luxury. farm raised. old west. midwest. saloon. dive. into the wild. dives. cotton-eyed joe. find your style. find your look. out with the old. in with the new. new boots. discounts. low cost. look your best. cost. low. quality. material. discover. your style. walk west.
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        * * *

      

      i am having trouble

      breathing lately.

      my little pink room

      does not hold enough

      oxygen, i think.

      i told my mother, i need a

      breathing tube

      to connect my nose to the

      outerworld,

      but all she

      gave me is a straw.

      this does

      not help at all.
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        * * *

      

      a tug–

      my breathing tube

      clips my nostril

      
        
        honey,

        you have a visitor;

        can we come in?

      

      

      i pull my

      breathing tube

      through the crack

      in the door.

      no you may not.

      tell them to go home!

      
        
        honey,

        it’s your boss–

      

      

      
        
        a lock

        is picked;

        the door

        creaks

        open:

      

      

      
        
        SHIT!

      

      

      
        
        what the hell, mom?

      

      

      

      i’m not even dressed yet!

      i cover my body

      with my comforter.

      my mother,

      my boss

      appear:

      2 apparitions

      at the foot

      of my bed.

      i hear them

      say words

      i cannot

      discern yet:

      

      
        
        Sophiaaaaaaaa

      

      

      
        
        Sophiaaaaaaaa

      

      

      
        
        Sophiaaaaaaaa

      

      

      
        
        do you have

        any desire

        at all

        to keep

        your job?

      

      

      
        
        to save

      

      

      
        
        yourself

      

      

      
        
        from destitution?

      

      

      what do you mean:

      destitution?

      
        
        i mean,

        if you don’t

        start working again,

        i’m kicking you out–

      

      

      what?	 but, i told you:

      
        
        i don’t have any hands.

      

      

      

      Mother looks at me

      like i am a fraud.

      my boss turns like

      the moon, to face

      her, nodding her

      strangely small head.

      sometimes, i am not

      sure if i really am in

      the same world as

      everyone else; some

      times, i cannot begin

      to understand–

      Mother yanks the blanket

      from my legs. i am lying

      freezing, nearly naked

      on my bed.
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        * * *

      

      the emergency room said:

      

      
        
        there is nothing we can do

        for you, unless you find your

        missing hands

      

      

      
        
        …

      

      

      
        
        my family

        searched for them:

        Mother dumped all

        of my clothes to the floor;

      

      

      
        
        Father pulled up the

        carpets with a silver knife;

        my boss emptied

        the cupboards & searched

        in all the tupperware

        to find: nothing–

      

      

      
        
        Mother sobbed;

        she could not believe

        my hands were gone.

        Father slept for days

        on end. My boss

        said she needed to:

      

      

      
        
        let

      

      

      
        
        me

      

      

      
        
        go.

      

      

      
        
        email

        if you find

        your hands.

      

      

      i said:

      okay,

      i understand,

      which, of course,

      i did.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Brother plays in the garage

        somedays when video games

        grow boring. he chops wood

        for no reason at all; he likes

        to play with the saw. sometimes

        he wears a pair of gloves–

      

      

      
        
        i do not write anymore; instead,

        i help Mother sell furniture

        on eBay which i am afraid:

        i enjoy. i do not think

        about keywords at all.

        sometimes Mother looks at

      

      

      
        
        my nubs / her eyes disappear

        inside her skull. i am making

        so much money, i pray one

        day she does not think of

        them at all. without writing,

        i am no longer morose.

      

      

      
        
        if anything, i am happy

        i lost my hands,

        i am no longer dependent–

      

      

      
        
        Sister!

      

      

      
        
        my brother appears, misery-

        struck; his lips a quivering

        disc, a parabolic UFO:

      

      

      
        
        what is it?

      

      

      
        
        i run to him; he turns away;

        a pair of Father’s gloves,

        bloody at the seams

        laid horizontal in his hands;

        towards me, he turns

        the openings–

      

      

      
        
        Sister, are these your hands?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PLAYGROUND

          

          J. CAI

        

      

    

    
      It had been years since I last saw him, but I honestly didn’t think I’d ever see him again, not after what I did. I heard he had become a lawyer somewhere. His one good eye must have made it difficult to read through all those thick tomes. Sometimes I daydream about us drinking together when we become old men, when there are no longer customers at the grocery I work at, when we are both alone. In the breaks between shifts I think about the topics we’d talk about; the questions I’d ask him. Do you still think about me? Are you still disgusted by your physicality?

      We would both have to travel back to a time when neither of us were completely hardened by the world. I was ten, and he was eleven. I grew up in a small Georgian town, Mt. Zion, my parents having moved here when my father was offered a job at the local paper mill. My mother became a housewife after failing an interview at the diner. The manager said he had “substantial difficulties understanding her spoken English”, and that the decision “wasn’t related to race or gender” when I called. He called me a little twat after I threatened to fill a workplace discrimination report.
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        * * *

      

      He had moved here, I think, from somewhere up north –

      I don’t remember the name of the place. I stood out like a goose in a chicken coop because of my looks, and he, because of the way he talked. The kids in our year made fun of his raised vowel in bag and chased him around the neighbourhood. I met him when a bunch of older kids were chasing me, and he pumped hard on a bike, frantically trying to escape from another group.

      ‘Hey,’ I said.

      He snorted, then rode into a ditch.

      He resembled a boy much older than his age, perhaps one of fourteen or fifteen. One first spotted his bird's nest of hair, for it was so conspicuously tangled it seemed he had never tried to brush it in his lifetime. Under it was a head smaller by proportions. He wore black acetate glasses, the pedestrian rectangular kind you could always find on sale at an optometrist. His erudite face made a curious contrast with the way he dressed, which was a sports t-shirt and shorts on weekdays and a collared shirt with a tie and dress shorts on Sunday, when they went to church. His weekday clothes so comically mismatched his face, that he looked like a paleontologist of some kind, or a geologist perhaps, dressed in children’s clothes. It was only on Sundays that he looked his true self. In all those years since, I’ve wondered if he was an older man trapped inside a young body; if I had the capacity to talk to him then like we would now; if we had only met just now, would both of us have gone through enough of life to prevent what had happened?

      A customer walked in and left without buying anything. I watched her from behind the counter, basking in the tranquility of the scene. It was a woman with wiry hair and black rectangular glasses. Perhaps a female version of him. I wondered if, in another life, I would be doing the same thing; if he would be doing the same thing; if we’d both be doing the same or different things. If we’d ever have met.

      We soon became physically inseparable, mostly because we were the only two outcasts in a homogeneous white sea.We were like two beans in the same pod, and all the other beans were in all the other pods. I thought he was funny, although I was never sure what he thought of me. I assumed that was normal for friendships. Once, we were having breakfast together at my place, and I was peeling a half-boiled egg. I cut it open to pour soy sauce on it and watched as the runny yolk tainted the creviced white. ‘Hey!’ I said, having a sudden realisation. ‘You’re like an egg – white on the outside, yellow on the inside!’ He laughed. My father shot me a sharp look, but the nickname stuck.

      I found Egg’s parents had the same mystifying quality. Once, his father asked me if I spoke Chinese. I told him no. ‘Shame,’ he said. ‘While it’s good to explore other cultures,’ he gestured at the vases they owned, ‘one should always connect with one’s own heritage.’ He patted my hair. We rarely played over at his, but whether that was because his parents had a house so embellished it resembled the Met – I saw it on the social science textbook – I never knew. His parents were partial to Classic revival mixed with Chinoiserie, and I was welcomed by five Roman columns at the entrance and two foo dogs flanking either side of the door. Inside the house, the furnishing was luxurious: baroque armchairs and golden sinks, elaborate crystal chandeliers and gold-gilded ceilings. This created an intriguing effect with the Chinoiserie, as if the furnishings were from a museum and the house existed simply to display porcelain vases. His father made sure I knew the name and period of each one.

      Like his parents, Egg had a self-flagellating approach to his whiteness. I remember a time when the ice cream truck came around, operated by the same man who owned the diner. He wouldn’t look me in the eye when he asked, ‘Which flavour?’

      ‘Rocky road.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Rocky road.’

      ‘Excuse me?’

      ‘I said rocky road!’

      ‘I’m sorry, I just…’

      Egg chimed in, ‘Rocky road, he said.’

      I received my ice cream. I licked it and noticed a small piece fall on my hand. I wiped it off. I asked him, ‘Why didn’t you speak up for me?’ He answered, ‘But I ordered for you.’

      ‘But I wanted to order.’

      Egg thought for a moment. He tilted his head to the side. Left, then right. ‘I dunno’, he said at last, defensively. ‘Why are you so hung-up on it?’ ‘Ok,’ I conceded. Egg nodded. Then we talked about cutting the wings off butterflies.

      ‘Without wings it would fly nowhere,’ he said.

      The liquid left a trail on the cone. It had a fleck of chocolate in it.

      I told my father about the incident that day. ‘操你妈，赶紧的给老子去写作业赶紧的给 – fuck you, go do your goddamned homework’, was his response. So I replied to the diner owner in my dream. In my dream, I looked him in the eye and shouted, ‘Fuck you! Fuck your white ass!’

      I once saw my father’s boss tell him he was going to fuck his Chinese ass. When I asked him what it meant, if they were going to have sex, my father told me to shut up. So now

      I only tell someone to fuck their ass in my dreams.

      Every time he came over to my house, we played on the Wii together. Wii tennis. When he took a swing, he always grunted – uh, uh, uh. ‘Why do you always grunt?’ I asked him. He blinked slowly, trying hard not to break from his concentration, then shrugged his shoulders as if incredulous anyone could ask that question. ‘I dunno,’ he replied. Perhaps grunting swayed the mercurial nature of the game, for he always brought out the biggest smashes I could not return.
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        * * *

      

      I looked up at the shop around me. It was perfectly still. I remembered something I once read: “Through a crime, a man puts himself outside the web of eternal obligation that binds every human being to all others. He can only be reintegrated through punishment – fully, if there is consent on his part, otherwise imperfectly.”

      I heard the doorbell ring. Once, twice. A customer. The customer picked up a bag of chips. One of his eyes stooped under its lid, but no scar. Not Egg, I thought. Perhaps the real punishment is that of exile; or perhaps the real obligation is that we should never have been exiled, broken away then reintegrated into another web of social relations. The real punishment, then, the eternal sentence, is living out the rest of my life in this permanent condition; a constant need for roots; a rootless existence. He handed the chips to me. I scanned it. ‘Three-fifty,’, I said. ‘Do you believe in punishment?’ The man stared at me.

      ‘Psycho,’ he said, and banged the door shut.

      There was not much substance, you could say, in our conversations. But they still went along like water wheels. My dad would chime in sometimes, ‘What you talking about?’ We would tell him our subject, and it was always about how Egg won Wii tennis – he would make a big motion with his hand and say ‘Whoosh!' – or if ants could live if you chopped off their bottom third. Then it was my turn to ask how my father wound up at Mt. Zion. He never disclosed much, always mumbling something about about being cheated out of money. I did it to spite him, because he dropped it after that. Then, Egg and I would resume our conversation about killing bugs or if salt was vegetarian (a word Egg read off a label once and searched up), because presumably you could accidentally consume pieces of fish when you ate it.

      The recession came, and we were completely caught off guard by it. One day, my father received a call from U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement telling him that his visa would not be renewed for the upcoming period. He had just sent his passport in, and this was his tenth year in a row renewing his H2-B visa (he was still in the line for immigration), so it passed our minds without a thought. The phone rang, and I picked it up.

      ‘Hello?’

      ‘Hello. This is the U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement. May I speak to Mr. Xu?’

      ‘Who is this?’

      ‘Immigration and Customs Enforcement. May I speak to your dad?’

      ‘He’s not here,’ I lied.

      At precisely that moment, my father came through the door. He saw the look on my face and took the phone from me.

      ‘Hello, this is Mr. Xu. Who is this?’

      I watched as my father listened in consternation. It was around midday, and he would usually be making lunch by now. He
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