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I’m writing this under a shelter in place order in effect. Like most, 
if not all states have implemented by now. David Bowie’s “The Man 
Who Sold The World” plays in the background as the roads remain 
silent from my window. This volume is propped up in my adobe In-
Design tab, and each time I look back at it, I remind myself of how 
far the journal has come since the early days. This anthology has been 
running for eight years, and though I hope for another two, I often 
wonder how far it can run. 

It’s funny, every year I say this’ll be the last one. This is the last 
one. I get anxious because the money ain’t always there to make it 
happen, or the time. Some years it’s always something. Some years 
nothing. But there’s almost always a new issue out, waiting to be 
devoured. 

I’m not sure where Vagabonds will head in the future. But the 
journal is almost ever evolving and ever adapting. I told myself this 
year that this would be the last issue, but in all honesty that ain’t the 
case. There’ll be another, and another after that. 

Vagabonds is an important project for me. It started Weasel Press 
and created the beast that runs on fumes most days. 

So here we are, Volume 8, a heavy collection of art and writing is 
waiting behind these pages. Open up, hitch a ride, and don’t let the 
madness get to you all at once. 

Weasel
The Dude
Weasel Press
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Adam Levon Brown
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Communication–Code Blue
Hunter P. Thompson

My life is going nowhere! I have nowhere to be! And I have to watch 
everyone else as they have amazing lives without me! Phew, I said it.

It’s a hockey tournament, right? I’m supposed to be happy but, 
guess what happens when I stay in my head too long. I sit on the 
elongated couch in the main area of our luxurious suite, brooding 
over my life while listening to the sound of the hair dryer coming 
from the bathroom. Mom and Dad are out. 

Suddenly, I break from my train of thought as my sister walks in 
and goes to stand behind the counter.

“Sydney, how do you become more open and less secretive?” I 
ask her.

“You stop keeping secrets,” she replies as if it were mind-
numbingly obvious as she slips her hand into the half empty bag of 
popcorn in front of her. 

“No, I mean like, how?”
“You just tell people stuff.”
“How?”
She sighs. “Paige, you’re just asking me the same question.”
“I don’t know what to do, okay? My career is going nowhere!”
“You don’t have a career. This is what you’re in school for.” She 
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says as she stuffs her mouth with popcorn.

“I’m talking about my writing. Now because of last week, now 
Mom and Dad want to know when I send stuff out.”

“So just tell them.”
“But then they’re going to want to read it and stuff!”
“So?”
“But I’m afraid of judgment and criticism and failure and 

rejection!”
“They’re your parents. They’re going to love you no matter what.” 

She replies as if it were the stupidest thing I’ve ever said.
“Yeah I know that, but I just don’t like people reading my work.”
She swallows some more popcorn before saying the obvious 

thing.
“Paige, you just sent your story into a magazine where tons of 

people are going to read it!”
“Well it’s easier there, they don’t know me.” I say, getting up from 

the couch and walking over to the counter to eat some popcorn.
“That makes zero sense.”
“I don’t like people I know reading my work.”
“Why?” She asks as if it were another stupid question.
“I told you. I don’t like criticism.”
Sydney has to take another swig at the food before being able to 

answer me.
“Then you’re in the wrong field! If you can’t take criticism then 

you’re never going to get published and everything you write is just 
going to stay there on your computer forever!”

“No…” I don’t have much to say. Criticism hurts a lot less coming 
from complete strangers. Anyone has to admit that.

“If you can’t handle people reading your stuff then the writing’s a 
hobby. You’re just going have to think of something else.”

“But it’s the only thing I’m passionate about!”
“Keep it as a hobby then and focus on school. That’s what you 

should be worrying about!”
“I don’t want to be an administrative assistant though! You know 

what it is? I’m studying to be someone’s bitch!” I throw my arms in 
the air to exaggerate my point.

“That’s not true.”
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“No, it defenietly is. You know what the job is? I’ve heard. You 

sit in a desk and someone will just be like ‘here, do my shit for me, 
and then fax it to the important people, you worthless piece of shit.’”

Sydney pours herself a glass of water and goes to sit down on the 
couch.

“What?” She asks me.
“I don’t want to do that! And the pay sucks! You know what I’ll 

be making? Forty grand a year.”
“That’s twice as much as what Dad’s employees make!”
“You can’t make a living off of that!”
“Okay, then if you hate it so much then why don’t you finish up 

this program and then go into something else that you actually want 
to do.”

In that case, I’ll be ancient by the time I graduate.
“I don’t want to spend most of my twenty’s in school!”
“Okay, I don’t think you understand how the real world works.” 

Sydney gets up from the couch and paces the room back and forth. 
“You see this money? Yeah, I make this from working!” She says, 
dropping some of the coins from her wallet onto the counter.

“I know that!”
“I don’t think you do. You have to work for what you want in 

life! You’re not just going to be given handouts. The world isn’t all 
rainbows and unicorns!”

“Quit sounding like Dad!”
“Once you get your head out of the clouds and get into reality!”
“I am in reality!”
“Obviously not!”
“Look, all I want to do is be a writer! Why is that so complicated?” 

I stuff more popcorn down my throat to drown out my sorrows.
“Because this is how the real world works! You can’t expect 

everyone to like your work!”
“I know that!”
“No, you just think that everyone is going to love what you do 

and hand you lots of money. But guess what? Life doesn’t work that 
way!” She shouts, snatching the popcorn bag away from me.

“Stop making me sound like a stupid kid!”
“Exactly! You’re just a kid! None of this stuff is going to happen 
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overnight. You have to work for it!”

“I know!”
“People are going to hate your work! It’s a part of life!”
“I know!”
“And you have to share your stuff with other people!”
“I…” The words get caught in my mouth. “How are you so open 

with Mom and Dad?”
“Are you kidding me? I’m not open with them.”
“You talk to Mom like she’s your best friend! You tell her 

everything about what’s going on with you and your friends.”
“I tell her what she wants to hear. I used to be like you and she 

didn’t like it. She didn’t trust me either.”
“But how do you do that? I want to be more open but I’m scared!”
“Scared of what?” She looks at me with her puzzled expression as 

she fills her right hand with the kernels from the bag.
“Judgment. Criticism. Failure. Rejection.”
“They’re your parents!”
“I know, but I just don’t know what to do!”
“You need to just go for it. Start out little by little. Like, you can 

start by telling them your story ideas.”
“But what if they laugh in my face?”
“They’re not going to do that. Now they may not like it but then 

you can take the criticism and fix it up yourself. You got to start 
somewhere.”

“Is there an easier way?”
She sighs. “You can’t keep trying to take the easy way out! You 

have to learn to actually take other people’s advice when they’re 
trying to help you!”

“I am!”
“No you’re not! You’re just ignoring everything I’m saying!” 
“I don’t know what to do!”
“I’m telling you what to do! Take the chances! Nothing good will 

ever come from you being so secretive all the time! Here you are 
trying to send your story out to a magazine, but you can’t even show 
it to your own family!”

“It’s easier with strangers!”
“Paige, Mom and Dad have got your back one hundred percent. 
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They’re going to support you no matter what, and they’re going to 
help you through this!”

“But it’s hard!”
“Nothing in life is easy. You just need to start out small and it will 

eventually seem easier as you keep opening up about more things.”
As Sydney starts pouring some of the popcorn into a small bowl, 

the front door flies open and in walk Mom and Dad.
“What’s going on here?” Mom asks. “We can hear you from down 

the street!”
Maybe the Gods have given me a change of ways or maybe 

Sydney’s words actually make a little sense. I take a deep breath as I 
watch their faces grow with anticipation and slight anger.

“Sit down. I’ve got a lot to say to you guys.”



13
I hope when I die I go like a candle

There is so much beauty 
in the smoke that escapes
when a candle is sent to rest.

 This smoke is different from the kind
 that clings to the air
 after being released from an incense.

Candle smoke is free.
It has no home and no purpose.
It dances through the air
any which way it wants,
slowly reaching its arms out to heaven.

—Kailah Peters

Your Mother’s Love was Not a Sign from God
 

when I met your family and they felt like home
that was not the universe saying this home is yours
instead she was saying this is what a home feels like

so that I will recognize mine when it shows up

—Gracy Boes
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working girl

you laugh because
i still believe in love
and tell me
i should know there’s no
fairytale ending

i know love happens
in the trenches
it’s not all about
the passion
and the dancing

to be a lover is to labor
digging ditches
for feelings
to flow through
unimpeded

i am no prima donna
i’ve got my shovel
and my boots
i’m not afraid
of getting dirty

i’ll get filthy for love
wallow in mud
in blood
in truth
both beautiful and ugly

and unashamed
strain it all
to find the gold
that lies there
hidden

you can stop
laughing now
you fool
and get the hell
out of my way

—RC deWinter



15

Letting My Hair Down
Musfira Shaffi

The phrase “stiff upper lip” did not apply to me as much as “hairy 
upper lip” did. All my life, I have been top-notch in the hair depart-
ment, starting from the ebony ringlets that framed my brown cher-
ub-like baby face, to the patches of soft tuft that started appearing 
underneath my armpits before any of my peers to signal oncoming 
womanhood. Some girls get a visit from Aunt Flo first (in Pakistan, 
the moniker is Aunty Farheen), others are the first to grow into their 
training bras. I was the first to show any relation to Bigfoot. Adoles-
cence has a real sick sense of humor. French women seem to make ev-
erything appear fashionable, (red lipstick, chignons, croissants, and 
so on) but even they would have trouble disagreeing with the sim-
ilarities between un-shaved armpits and an upside down Troll doll. 
I can imagine an old French lady scolding me, “My dear, you should 
not carry your kittens like that. Oh my god, my mistake.” 

My body hair grew thick and unwavering, resolute in its mis-
sion to spread out across and over territories much like the British 
Empire. Sadly, my body was no Gandhi, able to fend off the hair’s 
advances with non-violent protests. I have long eyelashes which is a 
blessing because it saves money on mascara and eyelash extensions 
and so on, but since there is a flip side to every dastardly coin, I also 
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have a faint mustache which means people often mistake me for an 
effeminate member of a young Italian boyband. I’m the shy one. 

It would be quite all right if I stayed at home and never had to 
interact with people, but unfortunately not everyone can live the 
privileged life of a hermit. Soon, my hairy countenance was exposed 
to the cruelties of adolescence: to the pitying smirks of genetically 
blessed teenage girls, and to the rowdy, back-slapping, porn-devour-
ing gaggle of teenage boys in high school. I was passed an anonymous 
note in class with the phone number of a waxing lady, while someone 
presented me with a Gillette razor for my birthday because “It’s the 
best a man can get.” A well-meaning friend suggested I go as a Mex-
ican mariachi player to a Halloween party because all I would need 
is a sombrero. Teenagers display a ferocious lack of empathy, while 
I displayed restraint not to visit the neighborhood barber who had 
set up shop underneath a banyan tree, ask for a clean shave, and call 
it a day. 

South Asian schoolgirls have long, thick plaits swinging down 
on both sides of their neck; strong, jet-black hair signifying health 
and virility. To stay (literally) true to my roots, I vigorously applied 
argan, coconut and olive oil to my tresses as a young girl, alternating 
every week, understanding the mane’s mantle in the thorny jungle 
of perceived attractiveness. This had the unfortunate side effect of 
me leaving behind huge grease stains everywhere I went, like an oily 
business card. It also earned me the nickname “grease-monkey” and 
“lady mechanic” but I let these monikers go over my (shiny) head. I 
knew, back then, that beauty is power. I never got my head stuck, I 
could slide out of most situations, and under the scorching Karachi 
sun, emit the slight smell of freshly baked cookies. 

Fast forward a few years later, and that source of power seemed to 
become a lot more difficult to achieve. Being bombarded by images 
of perfect, hairless bodies in magazines, movies and mannequins led 
to an alarming expedition to rid myself of suddenly unwanted hair. 
This was in contrast to the costly number of products I had already 
been consuming to encourage hair growth. I now had to shop on the 
other side of the aisle - the shameful hair removal side. 

The hair growth-boosting shampoos and oils I had enjoyed 
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browsing through featured exotic, ethnic names and enticing imagery 
along with the uncompromising promise of eternal beauty. Hidden 
Honey Treasures Shampoo with Virgin Coconut for Hair Growth; 
Essence of Mythic Argan Oil with White Tea Hair Recovery Mask; 
Whisper of Golden Moringa and Aloe Vera Hair Mist; Daily Detox 
with Royal Jelly and Tiger Orgasm; Soy Milk & Almonds Ultimate 
Blend. Wait, the last one was my smoothie order. 

The hair removal products, in contrast, seemed like they were 
manufactured in a factory by unimaginative employees with a chron-
ic fear of women’s bodies. Ouch-Relief Numbing Wipes, Nose Wax 
Strips, and No-Stink Depilatory Creams. They sound less exotic and 
more like something your grandfather would use to keep the inevi-
table at bay. 

I soon encountered a new type of pain-the pain of succumbing 
to a beauty ideal that I had no say in. I shaved the hairy cardigan on 
my arms, tweezed the mini-forest above my eyes, and waxed the hell 
out of my sensitive upper lip. This is after I tried bleach which just 
leaves you with a ridiculous blonde moustache, a fun facial addition 
which should succeed in making you feel even more self-conscious as 
a dark-skinned woman than you do already in a country which still 
equates fair skin with beauty. How is a blonde mustache better than 
a dark one? I am happy to end the debate once and for all: blondes 
do not have more fun. I even attempted to wax my legs, but no one 
should voluntarily suffer through that much pain unless it is sexual in 
nature and includes a contract signed by both parties. 

The reason why I took it upon myself to expunge my skin clean 
of hair follicles is that the beauty salons in Pakistan do not even try 
to turn you into a repeat customer. The “posh” salon where I went to 
get my arms and legs waxed has its waxing rooms in the basement. 
Anyone who has seen a horror movie knows nothing good can come 
out of the basement. Basements are where you keep your victims tied 
up, everybody knows that. That, or Igor; the ugly child you would 
rather not bring out. The salon lady takes you downstairs to a dingy 
dark room where you are given a hospital bed to lie in. The bed sheets 
have dubious stains on them, ochre in color in case you were won-
dering, and as you lie down you just have to make a mental pact with 
yourself to let your hygiene standards slip a little that day. Just that 
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day. It will be worth it when you see your silky hairless legs, smooth 
like butter and velvety-soft like a hairless kitten’s belly. 

But nothing prepares you for the tub of wax that is brought out. 
A giant cauldron of sticky golden-brown wax with fingernails and 
roaches swimming in it. The butter knife they used to smear the con-
taminated wax on me had blood smeared on it, or worse, the remains 
of the sandwich they had made for lunch. The ladies forgo any no-
tion of ‘no double dipping’ (it’s quite all right if you do not know 
what that is, these ladies have no idea either) and instead display an 
indifferent demeanor that closely resembles that of an unimpressed 
madame who has seen it all before. 

Rather than see if the customer is comfortable before such a 
painful ordeal, the ladies working at the salons I have been to seem 
more interested in roasting the customer’s appearance. “Your skin is 
just a minefield of stubborn blackheads,” one remarked to me as she 
threaded my bushy eyebrows into submission. “And you really need 
to learn how to contour. Your nose enters the room before you do.” 
Am I expected to pay for this? I could get this treatment from friends 
and family for free. 

Is there a way out of this hair-obsessed hell, I wonder as I drive 
past the beauty salons responsible for the permanent scars I now 
have on my arms from waxing incidents gone wrong. Maybe I’ll give 
hair removal a break for a while. What’s the worst that could happen? 

A week later my mother asks when I’m planning on taking my 
next salon appointment. “You can’t go around in public looking like 
that!” she gestures towards my furry arms. “Like an animal!” I want 
to scream at her, “I am not an animal, I’m a human being,” but then 
I remember that the line was made famous by someone nicknamed, 
“The Elephant Man”, so I just kept my mouth shut. 

Did you know that South Asian women are more likely to wax 
their pubic hair, while South Asian men are more likely to feel em-
powered by sending unsolicited friend requests to women on Face-
book? 

The hordes of creams began to pile up into a tower on my vanity, next 
to spools of thread and bills for monthly salon appointments. Hair 
removal is expensive, and the mockery of life choices. You would al-
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most think it’s a profit-making enterprise based on the exploitation 
of women’s insecurities or something. 

My friends and I took to carrying tweezers in our bags for hairy 
emergencies. Anxiety would start knocking on the doors in my head 
if I did not remember to shave. The pain of waxing became second 
nature. I began to anticipate it like the prisoners in Guantanamo Bay 
that were tortured with American songs, not knowing when Justin 
Bieber would start to sing again. Everyone knows that they can tell 
me anything because no matter how much torture I endure, I’ll never 
crack. I won’t even tell the waxing lady if it hurts anymore. 

There would be piles of numbing strips littering the dustbin. I 
wouldn’t leave the house if my waxing lady was on a holiday. I or-
dered not one, but two Sephora contour kits through a relative vis-
iting from Dubai. 

It is 2018 and I am watching a show on Netflix called ‘Easy’ which 
chronicles the lives of everyday people living in Chicago. Two queer 
female characters on the show are espousing their love of each other’s 
unwaxed bodies; their hairy legs intertwined and in full lingering 
focus of the viewer, a visually strong example of a refusal to conform 
to unrealistic beauty standards. 

Why am I only now being exposed to an alternative lifestyle, af-
ter having suffered so much at the hands of an unflinching beauty 
ideal? Why could I not have seen this show earlier, and its unortho-
dox depictions of women that are actually happy in embracing their 
natural bodies? 

I pause the show and examine the women, static on the screen 
with their pixie hair cuts and septum rings. What if going au naturel 
just another beauty trend, like all the ones before it? Maybe it’s a Mil-
lennial fad, this no-shaving business. Remember the thinly plucked 
eyebrows from the 90s? Or the crimped hair from the 80s? This too 
shall pass, much like all the trends before it. 

But then I think about why I want to needlessly and repeatedly 
subject myself to this superficial pain every day, week, month and 
year. Why have I learnt to dislike my natural hairy state so much that 
the slight sight of stubble makes me flinch? Surely, there is some-
thing problematic with my internalized loathing of the natural fe-
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male form. 

I look to Frida Kahlo, with her proud unibrow and gloriously un-
tamed moustache, the beautiful braided crown sitting atop her fore-
head, adorned with flowers and ribbons, and she says: “Nothing is 
absolute. Everything changes, everything moves, everything revolves, 
everything flies and goes away.” I am pretty sure she’s either talking 
about our collective societal hatred of hairy women, or maybe she’s 
referring to the way my fur flies off the razor after a long bout of no 
shaving, I don’t know. What I do know is there is a new purportedly 
pain-free laser hair removal device available on sale on Amazon right 
now.
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Federico Federici
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The Pursuit 
 
I remember reaching an age
Where I was too good 
For “I love you’s”
I believe it was sixteen 
And a half
(The half was crucial back then)
As were other wasteful things 

The world is full of jokers
It baffles me
Talented actors masking emotions
Freely feeding lies, only listening to speak.
In a society that constantly tells you what to feel, when
Fight for lucidity, compassionately  
Embrace peculiarity, vulnerability

I know I am in a different place now
The direction my life is taking
The honesty that undermines the fear
Biting your tongue is petty
And why do I hesitate still? 
Mind buffering
Filtering through the free-for-all for some truth

The changing of the tides
I strive to utter words that define all I feel
Beyond indebted for daily conversations 
That never last long enough
I delicately change the tone in my voice
To better clarify the weight these words carry
How tight these relationships have a hold on me

I really hope the message doesn’t get misconstrued
So that when I tell you I love you
It’s clear I’m saying 
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I miss you

I wish I were home

You mean the world to me 

What I would give to be with you right now…

—Breelyn Shelkey
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Widdershinned Orchard

The fruits of my pleasure
Are evils of your mind.

Banish a light that
Binds you Holy
And build a backward bridge
To my orchard
Where the Fruits will not rot

—R. S. Jansen

afterglow on a desk stained with 
coffee

he tells me, “i ain’t killed myself yet”
as if to say light is a small death

he wants to caress

but we can’t touch flames
only embers

when we’re tired

of seeing the sun set
in the morning

—weasel
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A Love Letter To My HRT 

To my HRT, 

Hi. 

It’s been awhile. 

I’m sorry we haven’t seen each other since October of 2018.  I know 
you’ve been waiting for me and I didn’t mean to keep you in sus-
pense for so long. 

I feel like I owe you an explanation. 

Long story short – I moved. Long story long – I moved to a place 
where the reception was really bad. It’s not that I haven’t wanted to 
see you – it’s just that any channel I tried to reach you through was 
static. I don’t know what you did to piss off a whole bunch of old 
red state doctors, therapists, nurse practitioners, and endocrinolo-
gists, but they really, really don’t know what to do when I bring up 
your name. Every day they cut another line and the frequency got a 
little fuzzier between you and I until finally there was just silence.

Some of them didn’t think you were safe for me. Can you believe 
that? I tried to tell them that I’ve never felt more secure than when 
wrapped in your arms, but I guess they thought I was looking at you 
through rose-colored glasses. There’s only so many times I can tell 
someone their colorblind and that I’m just wearing the same glasses 
that have always allowed me to see clearly – glasses one of their col-
leagues subscribed – before I have to give up.

Other people needed an itemized history of everything you’ve done 
to me, no matter how intimate. They wanted to touch every part of 
my body that you’ve touched to make sure it wasn’t bruised even 
though their fingers marred me. They kept me locked in a room for 
hours and quizzed me on whether or not you were really right for 
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me, citing my childhood.  They might have opened up a line and 
let me talk to you, but you and I know better than to play pup-
pet. I knew you were going to be disappointed if I let him reduce 
me to begging for you. I wasn’t going to tell this man you weren’t 
important to me and I wasn’t going to let him decide who I was in 
order to fabricate a demented fairytale about what you and I have. 
I might have cried…a lot…but you’d be proud of how brave I was. I 
learned from you that we are worth more – that I am worth more. 
You taught me that no matter how much the world screams to me 
that there is only one answer to the equation, there’s always an-
other way to solve it. I knew I could call you on another frequency 
that wouldn’t burn my skin the way this man’s promises seared and 
sizzled.

Other people simply didn’t listen, even when it was their job to. I 
would tell them how much I missed you and would be met with a 
blank stare. No matter how many times I asserted that I just needed 
the phone to pick up and call you, the line remained closed.

It was really quiet without you.

And in the silence, I realized how important you are to me.

You complete me.

I know it always sounds cliché to say that after a break – and I 
know it’s cliché to say “they’re called clichés for a reason” – but 
sometimes one must use the words that are already laid out before 
them so they can make a rope out of the metaphors and journey 
safely to the truth.

We had been together so long I forgot how integral you were to 
my everyday happiness. It’s easy to take what’s in front of you for 
granted. By the time the silence had descended on us, I no longer 
looked forward to our Wednesday ritual. I had forgotten what it 
was like to count the hours until we could be together. In the be-
ginning, like any relationship, we were giddy. Every shot of you sent 
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sparks of excitement through my bloodstream. I checked in daily 
to see how we were doing and celebrated all of our firsts. Foolishly, 
I thought we had plateaued on our journey together. I’ll be honest, 
right before the silence I had begun to I resent you. I was angry 
you didn’t give me what I saw you giving others. I wanted you to 
cover my face in prickly flowers and to hide my shame from others 
behind the masc. I got angry every time you stung me and put off 
seeing you until late in the night. You were a chore because you 
weren’t perfect. I wanted you to be a knight in shining armor when 
you were really the horse I was supposed to ride in on. You were my 
support, not my savior – I had to still do some of the work.

I’m sorry I took you for granted all the times you were right in front 
of me. I’ll never skip out on you again.

I’m excited to reconnect with my love for you and relearn gratitude 
as I once again explore the world in a body kissed by you.
I missed your touch.
I missed the roughness you put in my voice as you nestle yourself 
between my vocal cords.
I missed the faint lines you traced across my upper lip and jaw.
I missed the swell you put in my belly to love and appreciate others.
Every time you touched me it became easier for me to touch some-
one else. I miss the strength you rooted in me.
I cried a lot in your absence.
Like, a lot.
I forgot how much of my weight you carried on your back. With 
you, my baggage feels less like baggage and more like weightlifting…
if that makes sense. Too macho? Sorry – hey, you’re the one you got 
me going to the gym. I miss the way you held my hand in public 
and reminded others of who I was. I missed the way you made me 
smile. I missed the way you stopped the bleeding. The way you stop-
pered up the parts of me that made me feel wrong and reminded 
me that my body was right. That my body was my right to have.

All this to say, I hope you’re not mad and it’s so great to be with 
you again.
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I promise I won’t let you go this time around. I’ve got someone 
whose got really good reception and always lets me borrow his 
phone. I watched as his eyes lit up the first time I talked about how 
much I loved you. He said he recognized the type of connection you 
and I had – he had seen it many times and knew how important 
finding that special someone can be.

And damnit, if we ever get separated again, know I will climb as 
many latex-covered, stethoscope-wielding, invalidating mountains 
to reach you again.

Besides, no one’s got chemistry like you and I.

Get it?

Yours truly,
Body
Brain
Self
Truth

—Raine Grayson
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Federico Federici
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1. train tracks and trestles

i am lost under train tracks and trestles,
under tree tops and over bridges. 
i tightrope walk electricity wires
and the birds flutter from my feet.
i am far, far, away from my homeland.
the air does not taste the same, 
the crows do not scream the same.
i sleep with cedar rooting around me.
a second shoe of mud grows around
my toes as i go.
i wood burning fires in the winter,
smoke piping up from the chimney.
i, too, float up and disappear.
i have been lost now for sixty years - 
the national parks did not find me.
i never made love with a compass,
without pine needles under my back
and steel grey storm clouds overhead.
take me, stormy summer sky.
love me, lonely winter mountains.
keep me, anybody. i am as young
as rings and trees and have so much to offer.
i fly off with flocks of crows
and you forget my name.

Train Tracks and Trestles
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 2. find me

if you can find me, you can have me.
i offer this only because of how deep
into the woods my bones are buried,
how far away from civilization i have
hidden away my skins.
many lakes across the continent
have me inside them, still.
dusty homes with my skin cells
long hidden behind bookcases.
i left a part of me with every lover
who stayed till morning light,
just a speck on the ones who left.
if you can build me up,
i am yours. 
if you can figure out how to string
my dna together, i will welcome you
to my bed.
if you search for me, if you can swallow
me whole, you can take me home.
where am i? where is home?
we do not know,
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 3. content

me? am i lost?
what are you
talking about.
i have two feet
firmly planted
in the earth. 
i know where
my toes dig
best into the soil.
i know how to move
with the winds.
how to flow
like the rivers.
just because i
am a thousand
miles from your
home and heart
does not mean
i am lost
does not mean
i am not content.

—Mari Jagt
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Captivity
Jen McConnell

Day One
For now, it’s quiet and I can roam around in my pajamas unob-

served. The house is bigger than I remember and smells like other 
people – their food, hobbies, habits. The empty spaces – four thou-
sand square feet, ten-foot ceilings, clutter-free countertops – is full 
of old conversations, past holidays, life before I came here.

The refrigerator holds milk and eggs, lettuce and cold cuts, ge-
neric brand diet soda and cheddar cheese. Leftover chocolate cake 
from Father-in-Law’s birthday last night. Mother-in-Law made a big 
meal for FIL’s birthday and to celebrate our homecoming. It’s just 
temporary, Husband assured me.

A note on the counter asks me to scrub the pot in the oversized 
sink. Hawaiian chicken, they called it. The remnants are shellacked to 
the bottom. I set it to soak and rummage through the cupboards. 

Plenty of baking ingredients – flour, chocolate chips, dried gin-
ger – but no snacks. Most likely they’ve been banished because of 
FIL’s high blood pressure, which was the main topic during dinner 
last night. Random drawers hold random items. They don’t consider 
themselves rich, but who else has a drawer solely for novelty paper 
napkins: birthday, graduation, summer bbq, baby, you name it.



34
Back to the sink, I scrub the pan until I conquer the offending 

gunk. Then I liberate a giant slice of cake and eat it with coffee while 
watching a soap opera in the family room. I keep one ear listening for 
the garage door but eat and clean up without incident.

Are MIL and FIL at work? They must have told us last night but 
I was so tired from the eight-hour drive that I only remember the 
discussion about FIL’s blood pressure. When I woke up this morning, 
the house was silent.

Day Two
I spend the morning in the garage. There is a freezer out there, 

one that opens from the top like a coffin. I put on mittens from a 
bag of winter clothes and dig through the freezer. Wonton wrappers. 
Ice cubes of parsley. Ziploc bags of cookie dough. Tastes like frozen 
cardboard. Push-up pops have melted through the box, the red and 
blue staining the bottom of the freezing like an American flag. MIL 
would have a fit but how to tell her?

Boxes loom overhead on shelves that reach to the ceiling. Photos 
1967-1970, Costumes and Miniature Furniture. No ladder in sight. I con-
tent myself thinking about miniature furniture for doll houses and 
fairy gardens while I climb onto the dusty exercise bike. A phone 
rings in the house but I just keep pedaling.

When MIL and FIL return, I head to our bedroom to nap. In the 
evening, MIL cooks. After dinner FIL heads to the putting green, 
Husband watches basketball, and I read.

Day Three
MIL and FIL do not have jobs. I’m sure I knew this but we all 

forget what isn’t right in front of us. MIL is a full-time volunteer. FIL 
is retired, and spends his days playing golf and running errands. They 
are home now, filling the house with their attempts to get to know 
me better. After breakfast, Husband dresses for a job interview.

In the backyard, I watch an orange and white cat stroll around 
the pool. Husband didn’t say anything about animals but I assume 
they are against the house rules. He already warned me that my days 
of bare feet were over. Shoes aren’t allowed in the house; bare feet 
aren’t either. 
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After everyone leaves, I’m back in the garage. Cookie dough isn’t 

so bad with a few fresh chocolate chips from the pantry. Using a 
weight bench as a stepstool, I pull down boxes full of Husband’s and 
SIL’s childhoods. Yearbooks, awards, report cards. In high school, 
Husband’s hair was parted in the middle. He wore headgear at night 
and got Cs in math until junior year. Late bloomer for sure.

Day Five
The weekend is approaching. There is talk about a restaurant. 

MIL’s favorite. Also a party. Husband’s friend from high school. I 
can make some friends, he tells me. After dinner, I offer to load the 
dishwasher. Catch a glimpse of myself in reflection of stainless steel 
refrigerator. Pinch my waist. Later, I pass on the ice cream. MIL asks 
if everything is okay.

Late at night, there is clinking and banging of pots. I get out of 
bed to peek into the kitchen. FIL is rearranging items in the dish-
washer, humming to himself.

Day Seven
 Husband had a great time at the party. Memories and inside 

jokes. I spent the evening with hard liquor and someone’s dog. By 
night’s end I was covered in dog hair and Husband had to carry me 
to bed. My puking in the bathroom woke up MIL. Husband blamed 
the asparagus at dinner. Through my hangover I hear FIL vacuuming 
up my trail of dog hair.

 
Day Fifteen

MIL invites me to join her at volunteering, since I don’t have a 
job. Not even an interview yet. I beg out by complaining of a stom-
ach ache. She smiles and pats my hand. After she leaves, I realize she 
thinks I’m pregnant. 

Husband stays up watching basketball with FIL. I pretend to be 
asleep when Husband comes to bed. I am not ready to get pregnant. 
I hear FIL rearrange the dishwasher he watched me load. 

Day Eighteen
Hawaiian Chicken again. It’s a weekly menu item. I offer to cook. 
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FIL takes shopping list, coupons, returns with items. Not quite ev-
erything but substitutes what he thinks is best. I make distant cousin 
to Hawaiian Chicken. MIL pats my hand. Husband laughs. I kick him 
under the table.

While eating ice cream, size-four MIL says she’s “big as a house.” 
FIL suggests cutting down on ice cream. Instead, MIL signs up for 
Jazzercise class and drags me with her. Mirrors everywhere show my 
stomach starting to bulge from daily cookie dough and nightly ice 
cream. 

I ask MIL for cookie recipe. Make double batch of dough and put 
second in garage freezer. Vow not to eat any more.

Day Twenty-One
 Beg out of Jazzercise. Want to jog after dinner. MIL and FIL 

stand in doorway, suggest I use stationary bike instead. I could get 
lost. Don’t know the neighborhood. Look to Husband for support 
but he is watching basketball and eating ice cream. Realize I am only 
one not enjoying our living arrangement.

 As I jog-walk, I fantasize about living in one of these houses. 
Just the two of us. Like MIL and FIL’s house, the others in this neigh-
borhood are mini-mansions, landscaped to perfection. Husband’s 
family began with nothing. Newlywed immigrants from another 
country. Now they have more than they could ever need. 

We are college graduates; check. Married; check. Next: jobs, 
house, baby. Patience, I whisper to myself, it’s only step three. I turn 
back after ten minutes, panting. 

Day Twenty-Nine
 New Year’s Eve. They’ve bought tickets to a show for the four 

of us. I image Vegas glitter, cocktails, kissing under the stars. But it’s 
just an evening at MIL’s favorite Mexican restaurant where the floor-
show is a hat dance. SIL explains this when she and her date come 
by on their way to a party with rum on their breath. At midnight, 
Husband and I are home drinking sparkling apple cider as the ball 
drops on TV.



37
Month Two

Husband employed. Car purchased. No job for me yet. MIL gives 
me number of temp agency, asking what I thought would happen 
with a English degree and no plan to teach. Cookie dough down to 
half a bag. Time to make another batch.

Period still hasn’t come. I look at FIL and Husband watching 
baseball, wearing matching pajamas. MIL got them at Costco. Refuse 
to get into bed with Husband until he takes them off.

Tomorrow, I call the temp agency. 

Month Four
 Jogging three miles each night now. Need to keep up the rou-

tine. About three weeks pregnant but haven’t told anyone yet. Not 
even Husband. Things are happening out of order but trying not to 
panic. 

Month Five
Stumbled last night while jogging. Missed the curb and landed 

stomach-first. At the hospital, had to tell Husband him about baby 
and no baby. He cried with me. How can you want and not want 
something at the same time?

Next night we go out for dinner, just us. We talk like we did 
before the move. On a cloth napkin, he scratches out a timeline for 
buying a house. I laugh as he apologizes to the waiter. Offers to watch 
less TV and go jogging with me, when I’m ready. I tell him I might 
never be ready for jogging or a baby. He smiles and says that’s okay, 
too.
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Edward Michael Supranowicz
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Drug furniture
Elliot Harper

The pills had really started to kick in now. He’s taken either two or 
three. He isn’t sure anymore. Five minutes ago, he knew exactly what 
he’d taken. Now, he isn’t sure of anything. He feels his jaw tighten 
as the little white tablets begin to do their work, making his heart 
beating in time with the loud music. The club is packed, people are 
all around him dancing as hard as their bodies allow. He feels a rush 
of excitement as the current house tune lifts him up higher than he 
thought possible. He feels like his feet aren’t even touching the floor 
anymore. He raises his hands up with the rest of the crowd as the 
tune builds and builds to the drop. They wait, and wait, and wait, 
seemingly forever, until finally, it hits.

The drop, that special place. The build-up was perfect. The music 
has him now. He joins in with the others in the club using his best 
moves. The sloppiness of half an hour ago is gone, his legs have solid-
ified, now he can dance. Now, he can throw himself into the music. 
Now, he can do what he came here to do. 

Hours or minutes pass by, he has no idea how long he’s been danc-
ing. His body feels electric, as though an actual bolt of electricity is 
passing up and down his spine driving him to continue, but even that 
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power has to stop at some point. He is dimly aware of the fact that he 
is dripping and spraying sweat all around him. This is okay though, 
everyone else is doing the same, but he remembers that he should be 
drinking some water. He stops in the middle of the jostling crowd 
and pulls his bottle of water out of the back of his jeans pocket. He 
quickly opens the bottle and downs the lukewarm liquid with relish.

Suddenly, he notices something unusual. Out of the corner of his 
vision, he can see furniture. His vision is dancing around blurring his 
gaze, but he can just make out regular pieces of furniture scattered 
throughout the dance floor. He blinks a few times and tries to focus 
on them, but every time he looks, they move and return to the corner 
of his eyes. A tall mahogany chest of drawers. A bookshelf. A smaller 
bedside table. He can just see the varnished wood. He shakes his head 
and sniggers. He tries to focus on the music and forget the furniture, 
but he cannot seem to get back into it now. His momentum is gone. 
His vision wobbles one more time, and he feels himself sway. He 
bounces into the person dancing next to him. He can’t tell whether 
they are man or woman as they disappear back into the crowd as 
soon as he touches them.

He feels hot, overwhelmed, disorientated. He realises that he 
needs to sit down. He’s done too much. Taken too many pills. He 
begins to stumble through the crowd, pushing through the gyrating, 
sweat covered bodies. He just needs somewhere to sit. Somewhere 
to rest. He slips on something on the floor and bounces off another 
dancer. The impact makes him stumble backwards. 

He can see something. It’s brown and tall, the right height for him 
to lean up against. Some kind of wooden thing. He heads straight for 
it. It’s only a few steps away. He doesn’t stop to question why they 
have a chest of drawers against the wall in the club. Maybe its hipster, 
he vaguely wonders. Either way, he can relax.

He finally arrives at his destination. Now, he can barely make 
the thing out, his vision dancing and bouncing. He must be gurning, 
he thinks. Hopefully the bouncers will not see him in this state. He 
turns and looks back into the crowd to double-check that no one has 
seen his journey. No one appears to be watching him. He sighs with 
relief. He speaks to no one in particular. “Let’s just have a lean back 
against this then.” He can see the chest of drawers behind him out of 
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the corner of his eye. A perfect place to take a load off, he thinks, and 
lets his body fall back onto the wooden object. 

To his confusion, he can’t see the dancefloor anymore or the 
dancers. Instead, he can see three white lights. That’s strange, he 
thinks. What’s going on? Another thing he notices is that he feels 
more relaxed than he expected. His feet don’t even feel like they are 
touching the floor anymore. The stiffness in his legs and lower back 
is gone. He feels light and comfortable. Great pills, he thinks, before 
closing his eyes.
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To “That Girl That Died”

I knew the dead girl 
I used to kiss her and stay 
in her shabby apartment 
waiting while the dealer galloped 
against her junk sick skin
 
I knew the dead girl 
and I loved her when she took me to her bed
and we gazed up the shotgun hole in the ceiling 
Whereby some good fortune 
like cowardice 
she had pulled the trigger 
and missed 

I knew her soul 
while she wiggled borrowed steel 
around in her arms
and when she kissed me 
with our borrowed lips 

I knew the dead girl 
when we were less alive 
than the ashes buried 
beneath 
her handsome
headstone

—Nathan Andrew Tluchowski
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Divinity in A Palm of Stone 

Anyone 
who works for a living, 
to pay the bills, the heat, 
food & shelter,
will tell you that 
their dreams 
wear them down
to Valium 
in wee fistfuls,
their lives too small to 
realize 
every tomorrow 
could care less
how much they hurt,
their hearts bereft of 
empathy, 
& their entropy 
measured, as matter-of-
fact, as stagnant 
uniformity, like the homeless, 
brandishing 
a feigned conceit  
in the face of God:  The Catholic church 
                                has made me feel rejected by the Son of God,
& it would take fire, 
or breaking glass,
to convince them 
that it’s in their hands.

—henry 7. reneau, jr.
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Eggplant 
Brandon Mead

Some of these self-help podcasts I’ve been listening to lately say it 
takes half the time you were with someone to get over them. So add 
all the memories together, like the first time you slept at his place 
and woke-up the next morning to find a fresh toothbrush and a set 
of house keys with a note that said, “I’ve been waiting so long for the 
right person to give these to.” Plus the time he held you in that bar 
on South Beach and whispered in your ear, “I can’t wait to show you 
where they filmed The Birdcage.” Not to forget the time he made 
your favorite flavor of ice cream from scratch because they stopped 
selling it in stores.

What you do is you take those memories, total them, then sub-
tract that time he ignored you for two days, that time he said, “I’m 
going to need my keys back at some point,” and the time you noticed 
he had taken your toothbrush out of the holder in his bathroom.

Multiply that by how many times he said he had never felt as 
happy as when you were together, then divide it by the sudden si-
lence. That quotient, will be your answer. That’s how long it will take 
to forget him.

The reason I’m standing in the produce department doing break-
up math has something to with Ms. Lucy Furr, who upon hearing my 
pre-algebra level explanation of post relationship healing said, “Girl.” 
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And she’s saying “Girl,” but what she’s really saying is “I’m so sick of 
hearing you talk about this.” 

She’s adjusting the breast-plate hanging on her chest, preparing 
for yet another performance of her highly requested mashup number 
combining Taylor Dayne and Vincent Price: “Tell it to My Tell-Tale 
Heart.” Blending the edges of the heavy silicon with her skin where 
the hair is starting to grow back, her overdrawn black lips spout out, 
“What you need, is an eggplant.”

I tell Lucy I appreciate her confidence, but I was only up for a 
well-endowed English cucumber at best these days. She says, “Girl!” 
but what she’s really saying is, “I did not need to know that.”

Thirty minutes later I’m gliding my fingers over polished rubbery 
purple-black skin trying to remember the directions Lucy gave me. 
Not because I believe in any of her Hot Topic goth bullshit, but be-
cause if it means I can stop wanting to see him standing on my front 
porch with a potted succulent and an apologetic smile every time I 
pull in my driveway, then I’ll try anything.

Eggplant cradled in the crook of my arm, I grab a sewing kit, 
double checking it has black thread, and make my way to the check-
out. The underpaid dance-mom behind the register is side-eyeing 
my product combination, and even though I have no idea what she’s 
imagining I’m going to do with this stuff I glare back with a look that 
says, “Honey, it’s worse than you think.”

Lucy said it had to be in the woods. I argued with her because I 
can’t stomach long car rides now. They make me think of road trips 
and singing through the entire Spice Girl’s discography. Driving after 
a night performing at some out-of-town bar with a sexually charged 
vaguely mechanical name like Diesel, or Torque, or The Screw. Know-
ing that no matter how many tips from strangers I was pulling out 
of my tuck panties in the car, whenever we finally made it home, we 
would fall asleep together and always wake-up intertwined. 

I asked Lucy, “Can’t I put it in a flower pot or something?” And 
she gave me this look that said “Girl...” but what she was really saying 
was, “Get the hell out of my dressing room.”

So I drive the forty-five minutes to the woods, where he would 
never go camping with me because he’s afraid of frogs. I park and 
bring my DIY dark magic kit to a clear area between some saplings 
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because Lucy is right, I need to get this energy out of my house, I 
need to bury it. It’s when I find the perfect spot of earth for this 
non-threatening species of nightshade, that I realize I’ve forgotten a 
shovel, and I just got a manicure. Girl.

But I’m here, so I drop to the dirt and start digging with bare 
hands. I burrow through small breakable roots and ground-up dino-
saurs till I hit an earthworm and accidentally slice into him with my 
French tips. Letting out an unrehearsed high-note meant for gods 
but only heard by the trees, I hold him to the side of my hand-shov-
eled pile like a fallen soldier in my war on emotional freedom, saying 
“Sorry! O-M-G I’m so sorry Girl.”

I’m crying real tears while the pieces just wiggle on the soil. Sob-
bing from pain, from remorse, from empathy... I’m not sure. Some-
times you just keep doing something because you’re waiting for 
someone to tell you to stop. Either way, I figure me and Mother Na-
ture are near even at this point because there’s no way I’m lip-syncing 
for money until I get these nails touched-up.

There’s mascara on my cheeks while I cut the eggplant in half 
with the black rhinestone-studded knife on loan from Mistress Furr. 
I pull out a picture of me and him eating pickle sandwiches on his 
bed, and put it between the raw chartreuse space I created. Using the 
black thread and needle from the cheap sewing kit, I seal the hole 
shut one stitch at a time. My years of constructing bustiers and pad-
ded hips finally useful in an outdoor setting. A glitter-covered Boy 
Scout earning his divination badge.

With the final pull through the thick flesh but giving interior, I 
tie off the loop. I press Aubergine Dreams in the shape of my lips to 
the skin then drop it into the pit. Say goodbye to my edible voodoo 
doll. Kicking soggy dirt with eighty dollar pumps and patting it firm 
with soft hands, I leave my eggplant in the forest to rot back to the 
earth. To be appreciated for its contribution to my life, but to ulti-
mately fade away.

Even now, I haven’t seen him since we said goodbye. I haven’t 
seen his curly hair or his dark eyes, or the way his face lights up when 
he hears “Spice World” come on. But I know eventually I will, and 
when I do I hope I can hug him and say “Girl,” but what I’ll really 
mean is, “I’m totally over you.”
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At Least

i thought your tender side
would have kicked in 
this morning,
as you made yourself breakfast 
two scrambled eggs
and pancakes with a little bit of syrup 
in the batter,
just like i described to you
and you would

remember me. 

thought you would have
found a second 
in your fast-paced life,
put one of your phones
to good use,
perhaps shoot me a text
saying nothing but hi.
thought you would have 
probably 
reconsidered 
your running partner 
for someone who is 
as swift as an arrow

like me. 

thought maybe you would have 
walked pass your college degrees
hanging on your wall 
reflected on all the accomplishments you’ve made 
then thought about the cliché
all work and no play.. . 
thought you 
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would have looked at
yourself in the mirror
unaccompanied, looked down 
at the spaces between your fingers
where another hand 
could intersect with yours
then thought about 

love.

thought maybe someone might 
have run across your future
who resembles me, eyes, nose 
stature all the way down to my feet
then you look at my photo in  
your phone, and at least 

contemplate.

thought you would have 
felt my little prayer 
swarmed over you
then it covered your heart
unbuckled all your
inhibitions
and you would stretch open your arms
and 

yearn for me. 

i thought you would have 
thought about me
today
somehow 
someway

at the very least.

—Oak Morse
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i am a moon who will always glow 

veiled eyes 
always made me wonder
if you could see
or if your barriers even kept
you out,
there seemed to be little substance to 
who you were;
once you told me
you used to know what people wanted—
that was before you became a corpse
dead before your time,
it was a time
before i knew you;
i thought maybe you were seeking light
when you found me
you were just trying to break me open
so i suffered in a way you could justify was
my own fault—
you preyed upon my vulnerability,
shattered my rose tinted glasses;
fractured all your promises and broke open
the dream of you and i—
wholly unnecessary 
in the end,
you could’ve just communicated
rather than pulled me away from everything i knew
to leave me empty and broken;
not knowing how to repair myself—
thankfully i am the moon’s daughter
so she wouldn’t leave me without my glow.

—linda m. crate 
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Federico Federici
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Sometimes the Audience Finds You

You can look for me in the fog of a dazed morning,
in the scarlet bruise circling a young man’s eye,
try white space between words on a page.
Maybe, you’ll find me in the stuff that escapes veins,
in the fresh snap of eucalyptus leaves, 
or the crimson nubs of an angel’s severed wings.
If you still don’t know where to look. 
I can be found in whirlwinds of leaves
and plastic bags, a house that leaves Christmas lights on
all year long, the leathery rinds of over-ripe orange.
I will be escaping into the slow burn of unfiltered
cigarettes, on a popsicle stick sailing down a gutter,
preparing to float forever like a scoop of vampire
vanilla surrounded in a sea of chocolate malt. 

—Paul Sanchez
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Unsleeping

Last night I lay on my back and imagined myself a corpse 
The old bittersweet tune tilted through my head
I lay on my back and imagined myself a corpse
Lying in a grave at the edge of sunlight, dark forest looming over 
my head
I had no coffin, only my body and the dirt around me and the dirt 
in my unspeaking mouth 
And the distant ringing of sunlight
I felt the first tug of bulbs growing in my stomach
In my mind, the mourning voice said 
Explode
And wildflowers boomed
Up through my stomach, through the bright grass, new life growing 
from all the hollow parts of me
I felt their roots, shut my buried eyes, and slept

—Sasha Blakeley
*Poem was originally published in formidable woman sancuary
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“We Are All Becoming A Gamble” 

Remembering Pulse & the 
Queer History of Mourning

There are so many days of my life I’m thankful I journal.

There are days, however, that I wish I could forget. I wish I could 
tear the pages out and burn them. I wish when I burned them, the 
memory would burn with them and when the fire is put out I could 
dump the ashes and let them wisp away into non-existence.
I have tried to write about the June 12th, 2016 Pulse Orlando 
Night Club shooting for two years. Every year I have fallen short. 
I have tried to incorporate the tragedy into the plays I write, but 
it feels exploitive so I stop. I try to write poetry for my 49 killed, 
53 wounded brothers and sisters, but I don’t know how to speak 
to them so I stop. I try to post tributes on the anniversaries of 
the events, but I don’t know what to say when the world is still as 
unsafe as it was that day so I backspace, backspace, backspace, until 
eventually I am silent for another year.

I recently stumbled upon the journal entry I wrote on the day 
of Orlando, and then another one in a diner a day or so after – 
scrawled after pages of inconsequential To-Do lists, appointment 
reminders, and doodles as if to concrete how impossible such a 
mass tragedy seemed.

The only way for me to jump into writing about that day is to start 
by transcribing my own words from those journals – to remember 
that, as a writer, there are always words and perhaps those words 
have power:

June 12th, 2016
The day of the Orlando shooting.
I don’t know what to say. I have no clue how to write or respond to what 
has happened in my lifetime.
I know it could beans of us. I know that at any time any of us could be 
lost.
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I vow to give up on petty infighting and love the people in my life – from 
all walks. 
We have all done wrong, but we must hold tight to each other and fight 
another day.
There’s something incredible about public spaces that are split down the 
middle. I’m in a diner N.J.  Right now Fox News is playing Trump talking 
to Bill O’Reilly. Someone who is eating in here supports Trump. I can tell 
by the sticker on their car outside . I feel unsafe – and because of that I’m 
forced to hold my head high and look forward. In my diners at home – I 
can do whatever the glittery hell I want. But you never know. 
You can never know if a bar will be safe or not. You can never tell if a 
diner, a store, someone’s parents will be safe. 
Public life is a necessary gamble. 
Social media has become part of this public web of unsafety-safety.
We are all becoming a gamble.

The day of the shooting, I was at work. Bustling hard around my 
little cafe, I had no connection to the outside world and my mostly 
conservative clientele gave me no clue during my 7 hour shift. It was 
the day of the Tony Awards – I was dreaming about what snacks I 
would make for the viewing party for me and my friends. The min-
ute I got out of work, it all flooded in. I sat in my car in disbelief 
– drove home in disbelief – sat on my couch in silence in disbelief 
– showered and sobbed.

I learned that a vigil would be held in a small local park. I flip-
flopped between going or not at first – I was afraid to be surround-
ed by so much sadness – but I eventually cancelled on my Tony 
viewing and headed down. My then long-distance partner, now the 
fiancé who I live with, drove nearly three hours to attend with me.

I don’t remember exactly how many people attended, but there 
were over 100 that came and went and at least 50 or 60 people at 
the sight at all times. People had created a heart out of tea lights 
around a small printed paper that read a memorandum for the vic-
tims. Flowers were laid around the site and people stood huddled 
together in the wind, holding their candles and their loved ones 
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close. I knew almost everyone. I remember at one point looking 
up and counting 49 heads at random – those were the amount of 
friends I would have lost. The number felt impossible.

The night was silent except for crying and howling wind. The air 
was too heavy and when people tried to smile or crack a joke to 
help cut the darkness, no one could bring themselves to find the 
joy. I hugged people I hadn’t spoken to in years. I hugged everybody 
that showed up. Every once and awhile, someone would burst out in 
tears and the masses would swoop in to comfort them. I was greet-
ing someone who had just arrived and saw out of the corner of my 
eye my partner crumple, then disappear in a mass of support. We 
were literally holding each other up. In times of crisis, I try to put 
myself on the frontline and do everything I could do help. There 
was nothing to do – I kept searching and searching to help hand out 
candles, get people safely to their cars, offer emotional support – 
but we all were just one mass of people who didn’t know what to do 
but stand together as a community and keep the candles lit.
 
When I look back on the night of the vigil, I feel connections 
between that moment and the queer history of mourning. I think 
about Marsha P. Johnson’s vigil – everyone who had known her 
marking where her body had been dragged out of the Hudson 
River with empty liquor bottles and candles, filling the inside with 
flowers and branches of evergreen over a handmade memorandum 
poster much like the one used during our vigil. Randy Wicker, 
videotaping as street youth remembered Marsha with stories in a 
way we were unable to at our vigil – because there were too many 
people it felt so hard to focus on any one life.
When I look back on the night of the vigil, I think about ACT UP’s 
Ashes Action in 1992 during the AIDS crisis.  How the ashes of 
those who were neglected by the government and died of AIDs have 
fertilized the white house lawn because people couldn’t handle can-
dles and vigils anymore. I think about the immensity of the AIDS 
quilt. How my community tried to make beauty in memorandum 
and also tried to make change, with tears in their eyes and loss in 
their hearts.
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When I look back at the night of the vigil, I think about the seven 
burned during Upstairs Lounge fire that police refused to call arson, 
the five dead after a bomb was detonated in the lesbian nightclub 
Other Side Lounge, how someone poured gasoline into a stairwell 
of Capital Hill Night Club in order to set ablaze everyone inside 
during a New Years party. I think about all the queers that have 
been gunned down and beaten to death by police.

When I look back at the night of the vigil, I think about how many 
shooting have happened since. I think about the threatening letters 
left at the houses of my local trans sisters in a town that is known 
for being liberal. I think about how I am afraid to apply for jobs in 
my new hometown because there is a confederate flag hanging on a 
house down the street from me and someone in the neighborhood 
mows his lawn with a handgun in his holster and if I have suffered 
so many atrocious assaults for my transgender body and soul in the 
liberal town I just moved from – how much worse would it be here? 
I think about how badly I do not want to get shot and how badly I 
do not want the ones I love to get shot, but I know it is only a mat-
ter of time and until then I am just one of the lucky ones. I think 
about how I do not want to be in public because being in public 
at all means I am open for attack. I think about how I’ve come to 
terms with being afraid every time I am celebrating or proud.  I 
think about how the average life expectancy of a trans woman of 
color is 35 years.

I think about how to be queer is to be in a constant state of 
mourning and to never get too comfortable because soon there 
will be another wave of death. To be queer is to constantly be on 
the outskirts or the in the middle of an epidemic of death. To be 
queer is to know death personally.

To the victims of the Pulse Orlando shooting,
rest in peace and rest in power.
They should not have been, but your spirits will always be with me.
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Stanley Almodovar III, 23 years old
Amanda L. Alvear, 25 years old
Oscar A. Aracena Montero, 26 years old
Rodolfo Ayala Ayala, 33 years old
Antonio Davon Brown, 29 years old
Darryl Roman Burt II, 29 years old
Angel Candelario-Padro, 28 years old
Juan Chavez Martinez, 25 years old
Luis Daniel Conde, 39 years old
Cory James Connell, 21 years old
Tevin Eugene Crosby, 25 years old
Deonka Deidra Drayton, 32 years old
Simón Adrian Carrillo Fernández, 31 years old
Leroy Valentin Fernandez, 25 years old
Mercedez Marisol Flores, 26 years old
Peter Ommy Gonzalez Cruz, 22 years old
Juan Ramon Guerrero, 22 years old
Paul Terrell Henry, 41 years old
Frank Hernandez, 27 years old
Miguel Angel Honorato, 30 years old
Javier Jorge Reyes, 40 years old
Jason Benjamin Josaphat, 19 years old
Eddie Jamoldroy Justice, 30 years old
Anthony Luis Laureano Disla, 25 years old
Christopher Andrew Leinonen, 32 years old
Alejandro Barrios Martinez, 21 years old
Brenda Marquez McCool, 49 years old
Gilberto R. Silva Menendez, 25 years old
Kimberly Jean Morris, 37 years old
Akyra Monet Murray, 18 years old
Luis Omar Ocasio Capo, 20 years old
Geraldo A. Ortiz Jimenez, 25 years old
Eric Ivan Ortiz-Rivera, 36 years old
Joel Rayon Paniagua, 32 years old
Jean Carlos Mendez Perez, 35 years old
Enrique L. Rios, Jr., 25 years old
Jean Carlos Nieves Rodríguez, 27 years old
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Xavier Emmanuel Serrano-Rosado, 35 years old
Christopher Joseph Sanfeliz, 24 years old
Yilmary Rodríguez Solivan, 24 years old
Edward Sotomayor Jr., 34 years old
Shane Evan Tomlinson, 33 years old
Martin Benitez Torres, 33 years old
Jonathan A. Camuy Vega, 24 years old
Juan Pablo Rivera Velázquez, 37 years old
Luis Sergio Vielma, 22 years old
Franky Jimmy DeJesus Velázquez, 50 years old
Luis Daniel Wilson-Leon, 37 years old
Jerald Arthur Wright, 31 years old



59
El Dia de los Muertos

Explosions ripped through 
a fireworks market north 
of Mexico City on Tuesday, 
killing at least 35 people. 
                              
        –December 20, 2016

Smoke billows 
la muerte / tragedy-blackened 
clouds because 
sometimes / 

God doesn’t care / 
about the body count //   For 
whom / the bells toll /             or 
collateral damage // 

Si dios quiere,  His 
capriciousness of / chaos claws 
& blur of hooked beak //      Of fire & 
smoke / & the after-ash 

of grief /    in God’s absentia //

—henry 7. reneau, jr.



60

Dueling Identities and Dueling 
Fiddles

H. E. Kniat

He kicked a trashcan and watched it hit the curb with a deep thud. 
He was an hour into a trip and so far he had managed to fight six 
trashcans and smoke an entire pack of cigarettes. Now, he was trying 
to convince me that we were getting pizza. When I had agreed to 
“trip sit” Icky, a guy who was closer to me than my own brother, I 
had thought it would entail sitting on his ripped couch in his thrid 
floor apartment and watching bad TV while he giggled himself to 
sleep. What I hadn’t anticipated was that he would actually want to 
go out and be active. I silently thanked the forces that be for keeping 
us away from any living breathing people, because I was certain he 
would drop kick a person in his current inebriated state, just as he 
was doing to trash cans.

The streets got more cracked the further into the city we walked, 
and soon he was tripping and stumbling, grabbing hold of crumbling 
staircases to old houses turned student housing. He was greasy, al-
ways had been, a sarcastic loner who was perpetually single. His hair 
alternated between a mohawk and a shaggy bowl cut, never the same 
color for more than a week at a time, and everything he owned was 
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ripped or torn in at least one way. He was the embodiement of punk 
rock, but without the musical talent or political inclanation, and I 
looked up to him and the way he could just not care about things. 

I lagged behind him, chain smoking, half amused and half stressed 
that he’d end up in jail tonight taking me with him. My pants slipped 
on my hips, the torn piece of t-shirt that held them up getting loser, 
and I thought for half a minute about buying a belt before taking 
my pocket knife from my pocket and ripping the hem from my dirty 
black tank and slipping it through the belt loops. I had lost around 
fifty pounds in the last several months, something I can only attri-
bute to the poverty diet, cigarettes and cheap booze. The sincere lack 
of money, however, meant that I made due with the baggy clothing 
in any way I could, so my shoes were duck taped to my feet, and my 
baggy jeans held by ripped t shirts. 

We wandered into a more affluent area, off the campus, where 
the townies would come and spend their fall and spring evenings 
slipping drugs into the country transplants drinks and getting into 
fights. A group of people our age danced on the street corner while 
two of them played dueling fiddles, each turn a more frantic effort to 
show off the honed skills that they obviously relied on to feed them-
selves. The girls wore swirling skirts, and their bare feet made invis-
ible patterns on the sidewalk. I stopped, entranced, and lit another 
smoke. Icky had stopped too, watching with awe and began clapping 
along, completely out of time. I couldn’t help but laugh, but I found 
myself nodding along, head bobbing with the beat, hands tapping 
my thighs. As abruptly as it had started, it was over, and men in 
hoodies and girls in short dressed dropped small bills into the open 
fiddle case on the ground while the group collapsed into a breathless 
pile on a blanket in the grass. 

I grabbed Icky by the arm, unwilling to not find out more about 
these people who had just mystified me so, and dragged him over to 
the group that was now critiquing each other. One guy, in a button 
up shirt and vest, who had been playing the lead fiddle was obviously 
in charge, telling the others what they should change next time, and 
passing a flask from one person to the other. He looked up at me, 
smiling, before holding the flask out to me. Shyness overwhelmed 
me, and I held up a hand, declining, before stuttered complements 
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fell from my mouth like word vomit. I was making a fool of myself, 
and before I knew it, Icky put his rough dirty hand over my mouth 
and slurred a rough slur, something that made the group erupt in 
laughter even harder. 

We sat on the blanket and exchanged names. I learned that they 
were indeed my age, and they traveled, stopping to preform on the 
road to fund their travel. They called themselves gypsies, and ethni-
cally they may have been. They explained the code by which they live, 
putting others like them first, never stealing from a man who earns 
what he owns, and sharing everything always. I was enamoured, and 
Icky was still trying to tear me away in pursuit of pizza, but I couldn’t 
believe that this was their lives. Suddenly I saw a future for myself, 
a future made of road trips, music, travel, adventure. A life lived by 
relying on each other and trusting that everyone was on the same 
page. I wanted that, and a craving erupted inside of me, burning me 
from my soul and out. 

Eventually, Icky led me away, dragging me from the people who 
waved fond goodbyes. They yelled their plans for the next few days 
after me, and I made a mental note to find them. I couldn’t shake this 
feeling that this was my sign, and even after Icky came down from his 
trip, he still held that I was ridiculous. He had held the same job for 
5 years, and though he was punk rock, being homeless with a bunch 
of free love weirdos, as he called them, was not punk rock. For once, 
I didn’t care. The image of the too-cool-to-care punk girl I thought 
I was had faded away, replaced by the girl living in a van with four 
other people and making music. 

Icky didn’t leave my side the next day, when I walked back down-
town to find the group I had met the night before. I found them, 
fiddles put away, blanket in the backpack, sitting in the alley behind 
a Qdoba, eating burritos they had found. I knew I was romanticizing 
their lives, I knew that there were obvious downfalls, and that they 
were essentially vagabonds, but I couldn’t help but want that so bad-
ly. I had been trapped in hillbilly hell for so long, I wanted to be free 
of everyones expectations of me and just fall off the grid and into this 
wonderland that I couldn’t help but imagine.

I sat with them all day and all night, passing the flask that I had 
initially refused that first day, dancing with them on the street and 
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eating reclaim cake with a single plastic fork. I braided their hair, 
and picked flowers, and for one day I lived my best life. All the while, 
the man who I called my brother sat beside me, watching me, a silent 
observer. He said goodbye to the group around midnight, dragging 
me away, hand clenched around my arm in a forceful but still caring 
way. He stayed silent, still seething, until we crosse the hall to the 
stairs that led to his apartment. 

The floodgates broke, but not in the way I had expected. He rant-
ed, breathlessly, face red with exertion. He was worried, was I okay, 
what did I see in these people? He wanted answers that I didn’t have 
and waited while I looked for words that I didn’t know how to say. 
How do you tell someone that you want to, need to run away? How 
do you explain that you can’t meet the needs and requirements that 
society has for you? I remained motionless and silent, legs under me 
on the couch, eyes on the floor. I couldn’t tell this person I cared 
about so much that I knew that I would never succeed at this, that I 
knew that I would always fail at being an adult. I wanted to be a lost 
boy, I wanted to dance and play and live my life as myself because I 
couldn’t compete with the people around me. 

With a heavy sigh, his head fell and he retreated to his bedroom 
to find sleep. I sat on the couch staring into the peeling ceiling and 
chain smoking until the sun came up. I had made a decision, but it 
wasn’t one I was sure I could live with. I had such a deep fear of dis-
appointing the people who loved me, and this, this would be unfor-
givable. I couldn’t do to my father what my sister had, and just run 
off, but at the same time, that was exactly what I had to do. 

I crept down the stairs with what little I had, and made my way 
to the place they were loading up at. My backpack sat on  my shoul-
der, with a skirt and a few shirts thrown in on top of a book, my 
cellphone charger, my ID, and a water bottle. My bank account was 
closed on my way, and I thought again about the prospect of staying, 
but the same voice that visited me every night to remind me that I 
would never amount to anything found its way back into my head. 

They stood in front of an old ford van, loading food pantry scores 
into the back, and folding blankets carefully to lay around the fid-
dles. They smiled as I arrived and welcomed me to them, arms open. 
I walked over, handing them things from the ground that needed to 
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be loaded, helping in anyway I could. I was sliding a case of water in 
the back when the taxi pulled up.

Icky sprung from the yellow Crown Victoria, and ran over to me. 
He had come all this way to convince me that I shouldn’t go, but how 
could I stay? Thirty minutes and lots of crying later I said goodbye, 
pulling my feet into the seat and putting my back pack on my knees. 
The city passed by the window, and my brain was silent for once. We 
pulled up in front of the crumbled steps and the overturned trash-
can, and Icky led me back up the stairs to his apartment where we or-
dered pizza and watched stupid TV, and while I laughed along with 
my brother-by-choice at my side, my heart ached for what could have 
been, and the knowledge that I officially had a deep regret.
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SAD
Claire Marie Anderson

“That’s a pretty big depression,” says my beloved Jenny, red ponytail 
flapping behind her rich profile in the wind.

“My doctor says it’s not so bad. She says it’s more, like, in my head 
than anything else,” I say, and my eyes are transfixed on the land-
scape before us. Everything is so big, vast even, I feel like a king or 
something. (Also, I don’t realize we’re not talking about me yet. Just 
wait, because I promise I do eventually.) She ignores my response, the 
smart girl she is. She gestures for me to follow her down the hillside 
a few feet, and I do. 

If you’ve ever seen a crime drama you’ll be able to guess the rest 
of our dialogue. It bores me half to death every time we have to talk 
like this, and I don’t want to burden myself with reliving it, so here’s 
the long story short, since I’m not one for exposition: somebody’s 
dead, we’re detectives or whatever. There’s a big crater in the middle 
of what used to be just desert, probably natural causes but maybe 
aliens, and pretty damn close to where we found the body (first of 
several, turns out). And who can really tell anymore, now that The 
X Files is off the air, what is or isn’t aliens? So now you’re caught up.

“She took me off one of the meds, though, which is something, I 
guess,” I continue because I want to. “I don’t really know how to feel 
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about the whole situation, though. The only reason I ever went to her 
in the first place is...”, and I go on. Jenny interrupts me from time to 
time to say something smart and logical, like a goddess or something. 
I admire her so.

Between Jenny’s intellect and passion for her job (two things I 
don’t have or want) and my everything else, we’re an incredible team. 
We nabbed quite a few baddies together back in the day, mostly Jen-
ny doing the serious bits and me running after the guy and yelling 
whichever expletives come to mind first. I’ve shot a number of crim-
inals in my time, thank you very much. Having good ol’ Randy in my 
pocket, even if I don’t end up using him, helps calm the nerves, if you 
know what I mean. Not just him, though. Drugs can do that for me, 
too, and not just for me, I hear. (And other things, for the record.)

Just so you know, I only do prescription drugs (which means I’m 
good, kinda) and only the ones prescribed to me by Farrah, my thera-
pist. Isn’t that cute, how Farrah sort of sounds like therapist, depend-
ing on how you say it? Farrah the therapist. Genius. God, I love life.

Jenny stops suddenly and stands, hands on hips, like she’s in a 
movie or something. The wind is still blowing softly around, and she 
looks so beautiful. “I think we’re gonna have to get the FBI onto this, 
Charlie,” she says, peachy lips moving ever so gently. “I don’t like this. 
I don’t like this at all.” She’s speaking somewhat quietly, but there’s 
no one around to hear us except our driver, and he’s yards away, fil-
ing his nails in front of the passenger side, his bulk framed by shiny, 
shiny black car and glaring orange sky. And why would she care if he 
hears, anyway?

“You think I’m that special, Jenny? That I’m so damaged I could 
be a danger to national security? If you really thought so, Jenny, I’d 
believe you.” I pause, and then add the next things that come to 
mind. “I’m only on a couple of the pills now, Jenny. Farrah says I’m 
doing much better. She says I’ll be good with just the one, and soon. 
I’m not sure how soon, though. And I don’t know which one of them 
she’s talking about, the stronger ones or the stupid ones. But I’ll find 
out. Hopefully. Soon. Maybe.”

Jenny keeps looking out at the sunset, did I mention the sunset? 
She doesn’t answer me, but she nods this tiny little nod, and I know 
somehow she’s nodding at me, for me, even though the words coming 
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out of her mouth are about the UFOs her father saw right before she 
put him in a home, and conspiracy theorists she knew in college, and 
other crazy things. I admire her so.

The FBI finally answered our call, and they took over everything. 
We’ve been kicked out of the investigation completely, with the ex-
ception of Drake, our driver, who ended up quitting his job a few 
weeks later. Don’t know where he is now. Don’t know if I care. When 
Jenny told me we were off the case, I said, “Mine’s still in my office. 
The little brown leather one? Do you need it for something?”, and she 
smiled this great big smile at me.

I’m sorry I said I would eventually realize we were never talking 
about me, because I didn’t. I never learn. 
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my tongue is
bundled with
apologies 

spilling at the
first sign of
wreckage 

they drizzle from my lips 
like syrup from the jar

when you are a graveyard
of anxiety, no one tells you
how easy it is to stop
the river along your bones

it’s been 90 days since
i last thought of 
killing myself

the first thing i did today
while making coffee
was dream

sun shut out by the blinds
i dreamt i walked 
into the sky

dreamt my spirit
left flesh behind

toss me to the waiting sky

Weasel
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in search of air
less painful to breathe

and then worry asks if
i think i am ready

and like the coffee
spills from the pot
i tell the air i’m sorry
because anxiety is a bad lover

he pushes you just
far enough to keep
your focus on him

anxiety wants you to go
but only when he loosens
his grasp around your neck

when living with panic
you have to stay grounded
even when the sky
looks gorgeous

even when it waits 
for you to dance 
into its patient arms

we all last forever

only

forever is a lifetime--
expiration dates
lie dormant
until they want
to drop

some days i feel
my last breath 
coming, running 
down the street,
aiming its best wishes
and goodbye psalms 
at me

i have waltzed 
with him before

taken his hand
in mine and used
my calloused feet
to swing to the sky

he whispers in my ear
that i am ready to fly
and i hold him as if
holding a lover

only

i don’t feel
my wings

—weasel
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Let’s Talk 
Alexandra Morean

Like 10.3 million other Americans, I am extremely fucking depressed. 
I wasn’t always this way though. Well actually yes I was. My memory 
sucks and doesn’t go that far back because of all the weed I smoked 
at a premature age but for as long as I can remember, I have had 
sad tendencies and inclinations. Or at least that’s what my last two 
therapists have told me. You’re probably thinking, “poor girl, I hope 
she figures it out someday” but hey guess what?  I’ve gone from being 
extremely fucking depressed to just depressed and I call that progress 
baby!!! 

Let’s dive into my morning routine:
I begin by slugging my body out of bed and downing my happy 

pills. As I get up to go to the bathroom I glance at my reflection in 
the mirror and the sadness instantly creeps in. Usually I stop and 
cringe as I look myself up and down but lately I’ll just shrug my 
shoulders and get on with my day. That means I am not totally re-
pulsed by what I see, only a little. I don’t want you to pity me like you 
probably have already decided you will because in reality, the only 
obstacle in my way is my own god damn mind.  

Statistically speaking, I should feel happier within a few months 
of taking my antidepressants and sleeping medication so you can un-
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derstand my confusion because it has been six years and  I still feel 
like shit. My therapist says I’ve come along way because I don’t start 
of my sessions with “I am a worthless fat cow with no direction or 
aspirations in her life” anymore. Instead I just open up with “I am 
a worthless fat cow”. Again, progress baby. Now let’s dive into the 
juicy stuff. Let’s talk. 

Let’s talk about feeling numb. From what I have observed over 
my years of being a “depressed” individual is that a lot of people talk 
about this same emotion that I get of feeling everything at once all 
the while not feeling anything at all. It is interesting to think that 
with everything going on in my mind it is outwardly coated by a 
plague of deafening nothingness. It comes and goes and has no shape 
or form and the most terrifying part of it all is that is is immune 
to my Lexapro and Xanax. For me, it’ll slap me across the face at 
any time or in any scenario but I “deal” with it and power through. 
I mean what else am I supposed to do? Figure out how to make it 
go away through meditation, exercise, and diet? Absolutely not. My 
research and experience shows it is far more effective to wallow in 
despair and stay in bed. 

Let’s talk about sarcasm and crude humor as a form of coping. 
We all have vices we turn to in order to stay alive and my strategy 
is to build a wall higher than the one Trump dreams of and be a 
complete and utter asshole, but in a tasteful way. I believe that if my 
tone and words contradict each other severely,  I cannot be held ac-
countable for anything I say because no one will know if it’s sarcasm 
or if I am really just that condescending. I will either say something 
sarcastically that I don’t mean, or mean something sarcastically that I 
do mean get away with it either way because that’s my “thing”. Quite 
frankly, I don’t even know what I am trying to say half the time, all 
I know is that it’s all a front. If I am funny and witty at all times of 
the day then people will never know that I go home and cry myself to 
sleep every single night cuddling a box of Cheeze Itz. Right??? Obvi-
ously I am right. I’ve been at this for years so I’m practically certified. 

Let’s talk about sex and significant others as a way of filling the 
void we can’t fill ourselves. I don’t know about you but I am terrible 
at being alone and I don’t even hate to admit it. I have this ongoing 
facade of being an independent women who is seeking the polar op-
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posite of a relationship but in reality I am just an incredibly damaged 
girl praying that she won’t get hurt again. Praying that if she makes it 
known that she doesn’t want a relationship and that love doesn’t ex-
ist, no one will lure her in to the same old trap, just to break her heart 
again. Anyone else find logic in pushing people away so you don’t get 
hurt? If you said no, then you’re just lying to yourself. My question is, 
why do I feel so inclined to pretend like I like being alone and why 
does society place so much importance on the fact that we as women 
need to be comfortable being alone and happy with ourselves before 
we can be with another person? I’m going to go ahead and be that 
person to say that I have been the happiest when I am with someone 
because they distract me from myself. 

Let’s talk about body dysmorphic disorder. Somewhere very very 
deep in my core I know that I am beautiful in my own way but I 
gotta tell you, when I look in the mirror I truly see an amazon like 
creature staring back at me. No matter how hard I try to paint  my-
self in a positive and healthy light, I just can’t shake the fact that my 
reflection sends shivers down my spine. However, just because I feel 
this way on the inside doesn’t mean I show it. I actually portray the 
opposite. My friends used to joke around and say that I was the nar-
cissist of the group but what else am I supposed to do but put on this 
huge mask of confidence in hopes of  muting my internal cries for 
help. This is something my therapist would call an “unhealthy coping 
mechanism” but honestly, what the hell does she know.

I finish my daily routine by reading about one or two paragraphs 
of the latest self help books my parents have sent me and inhaling 
my sleepy night time pills. I tuck myself into bed and let my tears 
and sedatives put me in the most beautiful and abyss like slumber 
you could possibly imagine. Although I am the least positive thinker 
out there I like to remind myself about how many people there are 
in the world and that I cannot possibly be the only one who thinks 
this irrationally. At the end of they day, it’s all about survival and  
knowing that you’re not alone no matter the situation. If you have 
any comments or concerns, contact me and let’s talk.       

If you relate to anything I have written in this entry, bless your 
souls, peace be with you, and know that I am also with you. 

Sincerely,
10.3 Million Americans. 
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Running Man
Neil S. Reddy

I grew up in a new town, a hollow town, a space created for the slip-
shod souls of the London overspill. It was clean, well-organised and 
well set out but it was also stale, grey and dull. That strange fizzing 
element called culture refused to get on the train and stayed at home 
in the Smoke. Not that culture wasn’t wafted under our noses. The 
roads and rows of same as, same as houses were named after poets 
and writers but that was a close as culture ever dared to come. 

I lived on Chaucer Close. Discovering that Chaucer was a writer 
– my parents had the Penguin edition with the funny looking guy 
in pointy shoes on the front cover – had a profound effect on me. 
It meant that poets were somehow important - they had to be, they 
named streets after them – and that made me want to write. They 
haven’t named a street after me yet, but I keep looking for that story, 
the story to change things around. 

My best friend for the last forty years is an artist – yes the two 
arty kids from the estate stuck together – and he’s had a level of suc-
cess that means we can get together on a regular basis and enjoy one 
or two rather good bottles of red wine, or a lot of very acceptable 
mid-priced red wines. We were embracing quantity not quality a few 
weeks ago when he asked; ‘Remember Running Man?’
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 ‘Of course. I know the full story.’
‘Wife died in a car crash, sent him loopy…’
‘That’s not the story.’
‘Go on then, you’re dying to tell it,’ he said pouring us both an-

other glass of mid-priced Shiraz.
When I said ours was a hollow town, I wasn’t just speaking met-

aphorically. It was literally hollow at its core. The town centre was 
an enormous concrete platform suspended above a dual carriageway 
supported on all sides by a gigantic multi-storey carpark. Some cities 
are walled and have city gates, mine was encompassed by a concrete 
grey carpark with electric barriers, manned by the knights of the 
NCP. If you were to ask a native they’d probably inform you that it’s 
the largest carpark in Western Europe, and they’d be proud of it too. 
A town created out of nothing, a Spirograph doodle brought to life 
but hollow and empty at its soul. People need stories. The best we 
had, the tale we all shared was the epic tragedy of the Running Man.

His story was certainly well-known but perhaps not fully clar-
ified. He’d been out with his family and a passing car, bus or truck 
had ploughed into his wife, daughter or son and they had been killed 
in front of his eyes. Ever since he’d been running to escape his pain. 
Through the seasons and through all weathers he ran, from early 
morning till long after they turned on the yellow streetlights. He ran 
from one end of town to the other and when his trainers fell apart he 
ran barefoot until someone threw a new pair at him.

Shoes and much else was often thrown at him. I think it was his 
smell that people struggled with. It was a smell you could taste, a 
smell you could see rising off him as he approached. He was basically 
constructed of rancid chicken bones wrapped in elastic bands. He 
was a sight, his grey vest might once have been a dishrag. His sweat-
stained poultry legs protruded from baggy shorts that had long for-
gotten their colour or purpose and had to be secured with a length of 
binding twine around his non-existent waist. This grey skeletal hor-
ror was topped with an almost square human head that was entirely 
covered in stubble and fixed with a permanent baffled grimace. The 
sound he made, his theme music, was a throat rasping pant followed 
by a yell, which might have been ‘You’ or ‘Oi’, followed by a dry, 
toneless, clunk as he brought his fleshless hands together.
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The estates that supplied the shops with workers and consumers 

were arranged outside the grey castle walls, separated by a moat like 
dual carriageway. But those clever social engineers had supplied a 
plethora of bridges, underpasses and footpaths that meant you never 
had to actually touch a road, you just went under or over. All paths 
converged on the town, in fact it was a never ending track, the Run-
ning Man’s track, and no matter which direction you came from, at 
some point, morning, evening or night, if you’d lived there for more 
than a week, you’d cross paths with the Running Man.

I was crossing a bridge, probably pacing out a poem, when I saw 
him rattling towards me. I stepped to one side as he approached and 
half a brick clattered against the railings next to me and dropped to 
the road below. I looked up thinking he’d kicked it in my direction, 
only to see six cackling kids running up behind him pelting with 
stones. Most missed him and ended up coming in my direction or 
flew directly over the bridge but a few good hits were had. I shouted 
something that questioned their parentage and then made to run to-
wards them. They returned the insults but scarpered. Running Man 
stopped next to me, put his toothpick fingers to the back of his head 
brought them back smeared with blood.

I probably said something like; ‘Jesus mate you okay,’ I definitely 
remember stepping forward and then jumping back in order to es-
cape his movable stench.

Running Man nodded and proceeded to shuffle on the spot as if 
he was ready to take-off again.

‘Maybe you should get that looked at…’ I ventured.
He shook his skull in disagreement and stared past me. I stooped 

into his line of vision and instantly wished I hadn’t. His eyes were 
bursting with fear. He was flight personified.

‘Sorry for your loss,’ I heard myself saying.
‘What’s going on up there?’ A fist of voices shook the bridge, 

‘Look at my fucking windscreen!’
I looked over the railing and saw a long line of cars backed up 

along the carriageway. At least three had smashed windscreens. The 
angry driver-trolls looked up and swore to eat me or do other things 
to my young body that would have ruined me for life. I turned to the 
Running Man and said the only thing I could say; ‘Run.’
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He went in one direction and I in the other. I didn’t stop till I 

hit town. I bet he didn’t stop till sundown. Less than a week later I 
saw him again, sweating up the threadbare field we called the park. I 
stepped into his path and began asking how his head was but he just 
clapped, sidestepped and kept going, he didn’t even break his stride. 

I moved away from the hollow town not long after that and 
sought out companionship, culture and that fine shining story. When 
asked about my hometown, being a native son I spoke about car-
parks, bridges and underpasses and of course the Running Man. I 
told his story to strangers who’d never see him. I’ve told the story 
of the bridge on two different continents, and countless pubs and 
whenever I did I’d see his eyes and wonder what I should have said to 
reach him, what words would have eased his fear?

‘You’ve never told me that before,’ my friend nodded apprecia-
tively pouring himself another glass.

‘But that’s not the story. Thing is he died about three months ago. 
The local paper did an article and you know what?’

‘What?’
No children, no family, he never married. He was alone in the 

world. Turns out the entire town had colluded in a lie. We’d made 
something up and told it to one another for over thirty years. The 
council paid for his funeral. The cortege drove around the town, a lap 
of honour for Running Man - which is a sweet gesture as gestures go 
but… no one knew his story, not while he was alive. Sure we gave him 
a great backstory but it wasn’t true. It wasn’t his story. It was a hol-
low lie. We just explained away his pain for our own benefit without 
trying to help him.

My friend looked at me as only friends dare to do and leant back 
in his chair, arms crossed behind his head,

‘So what was his name?’
‘I can’t remember.’
‘There you go then, he is the Running Man. He’s not dead. He’s 

a myth now, greater than ever, beloved by all. They’ll be telling his 
story for years. Whatever the truth, people will always prefer the 
myth. I wouldn’t mind betting his ghost is running still… good story.’

‘Great story.’
‘You could write that story.’
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‘Yeah, Running Man’s biography within a ghost story. I like that…

The Ghost Runner.’
And I wrote it and I sold it for the price of a pizza, so not the 

story I was looking for after all.
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Chucktown
Frank Haberle

So, there was a guy we called Birdman. He hung out at the other end 
of the alley, behind the old Cheese Plant. 

Birdman looked like a cheese-plant-guy, but the Chucktown 
Cheese Plant was long closed. He wore a white kitchen-shirt that 
was always soaking wet, even with two feet of snow piled up around 
him.  He wore a green unbuttoned snorkel jacket and black clip-up 
galoshes, always unclipped, like he was in a hurry to get outside.  He 
held a cigarette close to his long, lippy face with two yellow-stained 
fingers. The cigarette was always lit, with a long orange ember; but I 
never, never saw him take a drag off that cigarette. 

I saw Birdman in twilight, when I got sent to the back alley with 
the broken-down cardboard boxes and bags of Styrofoam packing 
materials. I only took the rubbish out at night, because the Chuck-
town Chamber of Commerce told me to dump it in other people’s 
dumpsters.  I had to make three or four trips each night. I slid the 
stacks of cardboard and big bags into the dumpsters and then hur-
ried back to the loading dock.  

By the end of each day the glue from the cardboard burned deep 
into cuts in the palms of my hands.  On the way back from the dump-
sters I bent down and pressed my hands, palms-down, into a clean 
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patch of snow.  I waited until my hands were numb. Standing there, 
bent over, I looked up sideways to see if Birdman was there. He was 
always there, staring up at the wires.  One night, I tried to say hi to 
him. “Hi there!” I yelled, waving down the alley at him. But Birdman 
didn’t look over at me. And he didn’t say hi back at me. He just 
stared up at the wires.  

And this same night, when I re-entered the plant after a dumpster 
run, the Chucktown Chamber of Commerce was already packing it 
up.  Their names were Sis, Bobo, Lenny and Squid.  They were hash-
heads which, I had learned quickly, was a very different thing from 
a pot-head. They took turns going to the bathroom or they sat on 
boxes, watching me work. My work involved moving huge cardboard 
crates around with palette jacks, unpacking the contents and assem-
bling them to the best of my abilities. Some mornings I came in and 
the things I assembled were gone and new crates had arrived. I never 
found out what the things I assembled were, but I was real good at 
putting them together.   

  “Well numbnuts,” Bobo said, from his box, when I came back 
in that night. “We’re punching out. You gonna lock up when you’re 
done with the rubbish.” Bobo was missing all his left teeth, making 
his face crooked. Strings of matted orange hair stuck out from his 
Bruins beanie. 

Lennie was staring at the zipper of his brown pleather coat, but 
he wasn’t pulling the zipper up. “Nuther day, nuther dollar.” He said. 
“Hey numb nuts. Birdman still out there?”

“Yes,” I said, pulling another massive plastic bag out of a box, 
and collecting another pile of debris.  “What do you think Birdman’s 
doing out there?”  

“Probl’y selling drugs,” Lennie sniffled.
“Nah, he’s watching something for somebody,” Squid, who had 

spent the day lying spread eagle on the floor, holding his stomach, 
said. Now that it was time to go, he jumped up suddenly and was in 
his coat before the rest of them.

“I don’t think so,” Sis said.  Sis was the only one who scared me. 
She looked like a person who killed and ate her family. She just had 
that look. “I think,” Sis said, “he works for the Portugese.”
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All of them—the entire Chucktown Chamber of Commerce--

stopped their slow packing-up ritual, measuring what Sis had just 
said.

“I think maybe, numbnuts,” Bobo said, scratching himself, “you 
should go ask him what he’s doing.”

“Who, me?”
“Yeah, you, numbnuts.” Lenny said. “He sees you. Your familiar.”
“But, what am I going to ask him?”
Sis turned to stare at me.  Her eyes were glassy, sleepy, terrifying. 

Definitely killed her family, I thought. Probably ate them. “You need to 
go out there and ask Birdman what he’s doing out there. You need to 
find out.” Sis dangled the keys to her Dodge Dart at the other three. 
They walked obediently to the front door of the plant.  “You need to 
find out what Birdman’s doing out there. You need to find out.” 

The steel door clanged shut. I was left in the cold, dark chamber, 
surrounded by half-assembled machine parts, pneumatic staplers, air 
hammers, bags of nuts and bolts, and the never-ending pile of pack-
ing materials. I heard the Dart engine turn over and Boston belting 
out ‘More than a Feeling’ through tinny speakers, and then it faded 
away.

In an hour I had the whole place cleaned up and everything put 
away.  I pulled open the steel gate to the loading dock, and pulled the 
refuse out behind me. I pulled down and padlocked the steel grate 
and turned to face the alley. It was darker than most nights; low rips 
of clouds caught in the shimmering lights of the city, somewhere be-
yond. It smelled like wet snow was coming. 

Up at the end of the alley, Birdman’s silhouette stared up at the 
wires, wrapped in a cloud of cigarette smoke. Then the smoke dis-
appeared, and there was another cloud; but I didn’t see him puff the 
cigarette. I dragged the refuse to an overstuffed dumpster on the far 
end of the alley, stuffed it in further, and pushed the hatch down 
as far as I could. The snow on the ground was gone, but there were 
patches of ice; I bent over and pressed my swollen, aching hands into 
the ice until it melted. 

Then I stood up and walked down the alley toward Birdman, 
bracing myself for his answer.
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Gerbil Love
Mara Buck

She danced on the table in the back room at Max’s, when every-
one simply called it Max’s. She was living on luck and a smile and 
stuffed her Mexican hemp satchel with all the free wings and ribs 
she could wrap into the red cloth napkins, each progressively faded 
from the industrial laundry. She amassed quite a pile of the things 
and always intended to use them at Christmas, but Andy Warhol 
had wiped his mouth (maybe his mouth?) on those napkins, and they 
morphed into a sacred stash in a back closet of her apartment. Elora 
was fond of Max’s and was equally fond of her place in history. She 
was a scholar of her times.

“Hey, baby. Whatcha drinking?” Long-haired, hippie-rocker 
type. They always fell for Elora’s hair. And tits. The two important 
attributes for any single woman. Elora had existed on tits and hair 
for many a moon.

“Singapore Sling.” She giggled a bit at just the right point. 
“Healthy, ya know. Mostly fruit, right?” None of the guys ever real-
ized she could drink anyone twice her size under the table. Another 
useful attribute. She accepted the tall glass with a wink and popped 
the cherry between her teeth. “Let’s dance, honey. Janis is on the box.”

Actually, Janis herself was probably in the back room with Andy 



83
and Mick, but Elora really didn’t give a hot damn. Every night she’d 
tank up at Max’s, hoard all those buffet goodies for later, fill her 
pockets with chick peas to feed the pair of gerbils she kept in the 
bathroom, bum a few joints, and make it home before last call. Then 
she’d write and paint, listen to the gerbils race on their little wheel, 
gaze out the apartment window at the twin towers rising, and figure 
the status of the universe. Elora’s brain was even bigger than her tits.

Times were tough in Fat City and the landlord found increasing-
ly-creative ways to circumvent rent control until, laden with chick 
peas and a napkin full of chili, Elora found an eviction notice stapled 
to her apartment door early one morning when she staggered home. 
Her door was a decoupage of beauty—posters and peace signs and 
album covers—and the stern white paper had no place in the midst 
of such heartsblood creativity. She ripped it down, but a fresh no-
tice appeared every morning, like the swallows returning to wherever 
they return to or like roaches immune to the latest insecticide. Elora 
had lived with roaches for a long time and didn’t give a fuck for 
swallows. 

She continued to pay her previous rent in proportional incre-
ments, secure that the sturdy iron bar of the Fox lock would keep 
her sanctuary inviolate, but one afternoon as she slept, the landlord 
screwed his own bars onto the outside of the door and she was left 
without heat, water, electricity, customary human endearments. 
“Good riddance, world,” said Elora, and commuted via the back 
fire-escape until the ladder to the street was padlocked and she was 
left homeless and headed back to Nutley and her high school boy-
friend. She paid the cabbie in winks and good will and a handful of 
chick peas, and when he questioned whether the vacant house was 
the right address, Elora nodded.

“Yeah. I used to live here,” she said.
Dwayne was thrilled to see her and bought her a quarter-carat 

diamond from Zayle’s on his manager’s salary and they lived in Nut-
ley in blissful harmony with their five stair-step children and they all 
went to Disneyworld where the youngest threw-up chili and ribs all 
over the Flying Teacups. Those were the good times.

But Elora kept a secret from Dwayne and the stair-step-five. 
She dreamed of the walk-up apartment. Often. Every night. Sneak-
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ing back after eviction to rescue just one more Strand shopping bag 
stuffed with books. Rushing up the seven flights, rushing down, 
hunching her shoulders, a cat burglar of faded paperbacks. The Fox 
lock kept out the landlord for years, and in her dreams she visited 
the apartment, staying for longer and longer periods, careful never to 
make noise, blackening out the windows against prying eyes, toting 
in snacks wrapped in faded napkins, living with her same furniture 
(HER furniture), reading under the covers by flashlight, peeing into 
a bucket and flinging golden droplets out the window into the night 
of her New York.

By this time the twin towers had of course risen to completion, 
but she had found them so much more interesting in their construc-
tion phase—when she was flitting and flirting, before Dwayne and 
the stair-steps. Once the towers became glistening perfection, her 
own world had lessened until she began visiting only in dreams, 
when the scaffolding regressed to a spiderweb of possibility. Elora 
had been an English major. She was not immune to metaphor.

One night in dream-visiting, she saw the towers had been 
erased—had time twisted?—yet the Fox lock bar still held the door 
against the landlord, and by the next visit, she saw another tower 
start to rise. She continued to sneak around, grabbing whatever was 
left, but each time there seemed to be more and more of everything 
and the plastic Strand shopping bags began to split and the books 
and art supplies spilled out and tumbled down the seven flights and 
she gathered them up as well as she could, but she could never handle 
everything. There were never enough bags. There were always too 
many steps. 

When she finally noticed the gerbils—beyond her absorption 
with clandestine dream-burglarizing—Elora was disgusted to see one 
gerbil alive and plump, having fed for years off the corpse of its mate. 
She would not tolerate such horror (Simply would not!) in compan-
ion animals (even rodentia) and she tossed the gerbils out the win-
dow The cedar shavings wafted through the air like pitiful confetti. 
The live gerbil waved his (her?) tiny paws in a vain attempt to fly 
but it was the dead one who drifted the longest, being lightest, being 
only a husk and the murdering cannibal hit the roof first. Although 
the window was full open, Elora couldn’t hear the minute splat from 
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seven floors above. 

She felt sorry about the gerbil, guilty for her harsh judgment, 
dreamed (within the dream?) of the tiny feet pawing the air, search-
ing, reaching desperately to live. If left alone with another, another 
weaker than herself, would she eat the other? It seemed an important 
question.

Elora did care for her family and ultimately convinced her young-
er daughter Saschi to join her in dream-visiting one night. “Don’t tell 
your dad, but I have a special place. A secret apartment. You’ll love 
New York. It’s magical.” Saschi had Elora’s hair (not Dwayne’s thank-
fully) but she oozed Nutley with her sweat.

“I’d rather stay here and practice my tap routine.” Saschi wanted 
to be a backup dancer, but had yet to make the connection between 
the city of her mother’s dreams and her own. “Does this apartment 
have WiFi? Full-cable capable? Can we order-in?”

When they arrived, the girl was hungry, cold, bored, disgusted by 
the roaches and the rat droppings that formed in the corner of the 
kitchen a three-dimensional monochrome of Broadway Boogie-Woogie.  

“See, sweetie, it’s like a Mondrian.” How I love this city, thought 
Elora.

“Who?” said Saschi. “Isn’t there anything to eat?”
“There’s plenty. Right here on these red napkins. Do you want 

ribs or wings or maybe chili?”
 “Mom, there’s nothing here. Just some old pieces of cloth. You 

said it’d be awesome. Well, at least I brought my music.” 
 Saschi punched in a Lady Gaga rendition of “Forty-Second 

Street” and began tapping away, her pre-teen shoes staccatoing on 
the hardwood floor. Waves of dust rose to the shuffle-shuffle-ball-
change, and Elora was horrified that they’d be discovered. Lost! Ev-
erything would be lost and still so much left to move. More to rescue.

“Shut up. Shush. Stop,” she whispered, but Saschi was galumph-
ing into the chorus and would not be stopped, so Elora, like a pru-
dent mother smothering her crying infant to prevent the Gestapo 
from finding their hiding place behind the cupboard, and thus sac-
rificing for the greater good of all, squeezed a red napkin around her 
daughter’s throat (but oh so gently) and eradicated Saschi from any 
future dreams and Gaga finally shut-the-fuck-up.
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Now, during tonight’s dream, a new tower glistened phallic in 

the New York night, and Elora heard scratching in the back room 
and there were the damn gerbils back again, the murderer and his 
(her?) victim. She carried the cage to the window, glanced around the 
apartment, and was surprised to see that it was in fact finally empty. 
The window that overlooked the new Freedom Tower was a tall one, 
a double-hung one, and the bottom sash rose up so cleanly. Elora 
hung her legs over the windowsill and floated down the seven flights 
to the street below. She left the gerbil cage behind.  
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Fire At The Mouth

You are here for a reason, she tells you by the fire, and you think of 
the cave 
Down at the edge of the world, where humans, or something 
Almost human, made a shelter 
Made a home, two hundred thousand years ago 

Inside the cave are red ochre stones and the guides will let you hold 
them 
Let you run your finger through the groove in the rock 
Let you paint your hands like someone did 
Someone, right here, painting hands that look like your hands, back 
when 
The sea was six kilometres away instead of thirty feet below, crash-
ing 
Endlessly over the rocks that tumbled down from the cliffs, you can 
tell 
Because those stones lie at a different angle 
You can see the history of them, the past written into the landscape 

When you enter the cave, your guide tells you,
Welcome home 
(You are here for a reason) 
And you try to feel a past in this place even though you have never 
been here before and in this place the seasons are backwards and 
you wonder how this could ever have been home 
But your history is written into you 
Into the shape of your teeth 
The curl of your fingers 
The skyward bend of your spine 

Many millions of days have passed here 
Since the first person saw it for the first time 
Since they sat at the cave’s mouth, around a fire whose ashes 
Are still pressed into the walls 
And suddenly you are 
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Whirling, whirling 
To a future where you understand the reason, and 
The smell of firesmoke is unchanging, clinging to skin long after the 
coals die out 

—Sasha Blakeley
*Poem was originally published in formidable woman sancuary
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Biographies

Claire Marie Anderson is an Art History student, writer, actress, 
director, and artist from Houston, TX. Some of her poetry and prose 
has been featured in The Decadent Review, Bridge Eight, KAIROS 
Literary Magazine, The Showbear Family Circus, and Internet Void. 
She’s always hoping for the best.

Sasha Blakeley is a poet from Vancouver, Canada. Her work focuses 
on the apocalyptic interplay between light and dark, and the urgent 
necessity of hope in times of crisis. She is currently teaching English 
in Taiwan, and in future she hopes to be a part of sustainable agri-
culture movements.

Gracy Boes is a recent college graduate with a degree in creative 
writing from North Central University in Minneapolis, MN. Her 
work appeared twice in their literary magazine, The Wineskin. Post-
grad she is staying in the Twin Cities frantically seeking a purpose 
that will also pay the bills. When she isn’t working or writing you 
can find her napping, playing D&D, or playing little ditties on her 
purple ukulele.

Adam Levon Brown is an internationally published poet in 14 coun-
tries. He is the author of twelve poetry books. He identifies as Neu-
rodivergent and Queer. He has had his work translated in Spanish, 
Albanian, Arabic, and Afrikaans. Boasting over 350 published po-
ems, you can find his writing at such publications as Burningword 
Literary Journal, Zany Zygote Review, Epigraph, Angel City Review, and 
Ariel Chart. He was long-listed in the 2016 Erbacce Prize poetry com-
petition and received a special mention in the 2018 Pangolin Prize 
competition.

Mara Buck writes, paints, and rants in a self-constructed hideaway in 
the Maine woods. She hopes to leave someday. Winner of The Raven 
Prize for non-fiction, The Scottish Arts Club Short Story Prize. Oth-
er recent first places include the F. Scott Fitzgerald Poetry Prize, The 
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Binnacle International Prize. Awarded/short-listed by the Faulkner/
Wisdom Society, Hackney Awards, Balticon, Confluence, and oth-
ers, with work in numerous literary magazines and print anthologies. 
The ubiquitous novel lurks. 
https://www.facebook.com/mara.buck.9 
https://twitter.com/mara_buck

Linda M. Crate’s poetry, short stories, articles, and reviews have been 
published in a myriad of magazines both online and in print. She 
has six published chapbooks A Mermaid Crashing Into Dawn (Fowlpox 
Press - June 2013), Less Than A Man (The Camel Saloon - January 2014), 
If Tomorrow Never Comes (Scars Publications, August 2016), My Wings 
Were Made to Fly (Flutter Press, September 2017), and splintered with 
terror (Scars Publications, January 2018), More Than Bone Music (Clare 
Songbirds Publishing House, March 2019), and one micro-chapbook 
Heaven Instead (Origami Poems Project, May 2018). She is also the 
author of the novel Phoenix Tears (Czykmate Books, June 2018).

RC deWinter’s poetry is widely anthologized, notably in New York 
City Haiku (New York Times, 2/2017), Cowboys & Cocktails (Brick 
Street Poetry, 4/2019), Nature In The Now (Tiny Seed Press, 8/2019), in 
print in 2River, Adelaide, Call Me [Brackets], Door Is A Jar, Genre Urban 
Arts, Gravitas, In Parentheses, Kansas City Voices, Meat For Tea: The Val-
ley Review, Night Picnic Journal, Prairie Schooner and Southword among 
many others and appears in numerous online literary journals.

Federico Federici is a physicist, translator and writer. His works have 
appeared in «3:AM Magazine», «Jahrbuch Der Lyrik 2019», «Raum», 
«Sand», «Trafika Europe», «Magma» and others. Among his books: 
“Requiem auf einer Stele” (2018); “Liner notes for a Pithecanthropus 
Erectus sketchbook” (2018) with a foreword by SJ Fowler. With the 
soundscape “Brief aus Treblinka”, he is currently taking part in the 
installation “res.o.nant” by Mischa Kuball at the Jewish Museum in 
Berlin (2018-2019). In 2019 he has been awarded the Nassau Review 
Writer Awards for poetry.

Raine Grayson is a multi-genre writer whose work focuses on ex-
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ploring and uplifting the LGBTQIA+ community. He specializes in 
social action theatre but also writes academic essays about queer the-
atre and creative non-fiction about his trans experience. He found-
ed “Queeries Blog” – a space for queer artists to publish their work 
freely. He’s worked with The Trevor Project and The TMI Project 
as a storyteller in NYC, sharing his story of survival on nationally 
streamed platforms. His literary nonfiction work can be found fea-
tured at Queeries Blog, Go Magazine, and soon at The Paragon Press. His 
playwriting has been featured by The Playwriting Collective, The Tank, NY 
Madness, KIT Theatre, The Rosendale Theatre, and Shadowland Stages. 
His most recent academic essay “Militant Visibility and Corrupt-
ing Hegemonic Gender Identity...” was featured in symposium at the 
Mid-America Theatre Conference.

Frank Haberle’s short stories have won awards from Pen Parentis 
(2011), Beautiful Loser Magazine (2017) and the Sustainable Arts 
Foundation (2013). They have appeared in more than 30 magazines 
including the Stockholm Literary Review, Inwood Indiana, Necessary 
Fiction, the Adirondack Review, Smokelong Quarterly, Melic Review, Wil-
derness House Literary Review, Cantaraville and Hot Metal Press. Frank’s 
novella ‘The Night The Sky Palace Burned to the Ground’ is includ-
ed in an upcoming Running Wild Press Anthology. A professional 
grantwriter with nonprofit organizations, Frank is also a volunteer 
workshop leader for the NY Writers Coalition. He lives in Brooklyn 
with his wife and three children.

Elliot Harper is a bloke with a ginger beard who writes fiction that 
isn’t confined by a particular genre. Author of the Dark Science-Fic-
tion novella ‘The City around the World’ published by Sinister Stoat 
Press (an imprint of Weasel Press.) His short fiction has appeared 
in FIVE:2:ONE Magazine’s #thesideshow web series, Maudlin House, the 
Ghost City Review, Akashic Book’s #FriSciFi web series, Litro Magazine’s 
#StorySunday web series and Riggwelter Journal. He also likes to blog 
a little on the side. A little dose of madness keeps us sane. https://
www.elliotharper.com/

Mari Jagt is a young queer emerging poet and painter with freeform 
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works covering topics including sexuality and femininity, nature, 
mental illness, the strange, and growth. She has been writing and 
creating art from a young age and believes in the power of words. 
Mari works and creates out of Victoria, BC. www.marijagtart.com

Robin Jansen is an aspiring, South African-born, LGBTQ writer, 
born in December 1989 at the cusp of the new decade and almost 
the turn of the social media driven century. He currently resides in 
Johannesburg and has a keen interest in the human psyche. Although 
his profession is in the finance sector, creative writing remains his 
passion.

Robin’s writing involves subjects which tackle the psychological 
motivations of people, sexuality and the actions of general human 
society, exploring topics which may be considered taboo or outside 
the scope of societal norms. He has a couple works published, some 
under his pseudonym Seth Stevens, and other poetry publications 
under his own name. He is an advocate for freedom of expression 
and breaking the chains of social injustice.

You can find out more about his work at 
https://www.wattpad.com/user/Seth_Stevens
https://www.instagram.com/sethstevensauthor/.

H. E. Kniat is 29 years old, and still struggles with the notion of iden-
tity. They find solace from their metal illness in the clack of keys un-
der their fingers, and the expression of the truth behind the human 
condition. They love cats, the road, and music with heart.

Jen McConnell’s fiction and poetry have recently appeared in The 
Bookends Review, Buck Off Magazine, Luna Luna, Mused, and Blue Lotus 
Review. Her debut collection of short stories, “Welcome, Anybody,” 
was published by Press 53. www.jenmcconnell.com.

Brandon Mead is a storyteller, author, intermittent poet, and cub 
in the coffee shop with a composition notebook and glitter pen. He 
currently resides in Las Vegas, Nevada where he is living his Nomi 
Malone fantasy.
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Domingo Mendo-Rodriguez was born in Bonn (Germany) to 
Spanish immigrant parents. He grew up mainly in Germany. After 
graduating from Universität zu Köln, he started a career as in-house 
translator. Currently, he lives in France.

Alexandra Morean is a recent graduate with a degree in writing, ed-
iting, and publishing as well as music production. She was born in 
Venezuela and grew up in Miami, Florida, soaking in all kinds of 
culture and inspiration. Alexandra hopes to connect with her readers 
on a spiritual level and provide comfort and aid to those who relate 
with her work.

Oak Morse is a poet, and theatre teacher who has traveled across the 
Southeast as a performance poet as well as a teacher of literary po-
etry. He has a Bachelor of Journalism from Georgia State University. 
He is the winner of the 2017 Magpie Award for Poetry for the poem 
“Garbage Disposal” in Issue 16 of Pulp Literature. Other work of his 
has appeared in the Strange Horizons, Underground, Page and Spine, 
Fourth & Sycamore, Dryland and Patch. Oak currently lives in Hous-
ton, Texas, where he works on his poetry collection titled When the 
Tongue Goes Bad, a themed set of work aimed to bring attention to 
a contemporary speech disorder diagnosis known as “cluttering,” a 
diagnosis which Oak has worked tirelessly to overcome.

Kailah Peters is an emerging African American writer who studies 
creative writing at DePaul University. She writes with Poems While 
You Wait, a team of poets and their typewriters who compose com-
missioned poetry on demand around Chicago. Her work was de-
buted in Rigorous Magazine.

Neil S Reddy has been writing so long he can remember when jour-
nals were ‘underground’ and not independent and you were paid in 
cheese and were grateful for it. Winner of the 1989 Stilton Best Love 
Scene Involving Dairy Products Award.

henry 7. reneau, jr. does not Twitter, Facebook, Linkedin, or 
Instagram. It is not that he is scared of change, or stuck fast in the 
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past; instead, he has learned from experience: the crack pipe kills.

Paul Sanchez has graduated from Fresno State with an MFA in 2018, 
trying to get some poems published. Previous poems can be found 
in the San Joaquin Review, the Undercurrent, the CWAA journal ‘Flies, 
Cockroaches, and Poets,’ the Scene and Heard Journal, Five2One, and the 
PACIFIC Review. Former Senior Associate Poetry Editor for the Nor-
mal School and officer for Chicanx Writers and Artists.

Musfira Shaffi is an award-winning writer and artist. Her writing 
has been featured in Cannes International Film Festival, Vogue Ara-
bia, Art Dubai, and the Human Rights Commission. She has had the 
honor of being selected for Cannes Lions’ See It Be It, a program for 
inspiring female leaders.

Breelyn Shelkey, from Las Vegas, Nevada, has been writing for the 
past decade, and seriously writing for the last six years, with guid-
ance from a college professor/mentor. She has an active poetry blog 
and was recently published by The Showbear Family Circus. She 
graduated from the University of Nevada, Las Vegas, with a bache-
lor’s in Communication Studies and Creative Writing. She is only a 
few pages away from completing her first poetry book and is looking 
forward to what the future holds for her as a professional writer. She 
thanks you for your consideration.

Edward Michael Supranowicz has had artwork and poems published 
in various journals in the US and other countries. Both sides of his 
family worked in the coalmines and steel mills of Appalachia.

Hunter P. Thompson is a writer from Oakville. She has a huge pas-
sion for it and has been writing since she was a child. Hunter aspires 
to write screenplays in the future. Her work covers a variety of genres 
including comedy, drama, science-fiction and, horror. She has previ-
ously been published in Montréal Writes.

Nathan Tluchowski is a 28 year old emerging poet from Mingo 
Junction Ohio.
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Weasel is a queer author and The Dude of Weasel Press. His latest 
book, Cut the Loss, was released in July of 2019. 
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