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Sickfair

Teege Braun

(Literocalypse)

They entered the Wonder Fair through a facade that was painted 
to look like a boy’s face with red hair and freckles. He looks almost 
just like me, Tony thought, but the boy had a mean-spirited coun-
tenance. Cross-eyed, he leered down at the guests as they trudged 
through his mouth up an unsteady ramp that was painted pink to 
represent the boy’s tongue undulating lewdly. 
 The front gate was crammed full of people. As soon as his 
mother gave the usher their tickets, a large man behind him shoved 
Tony through the turnstile. They emerged into an area that was so 
packed, Tony was unable to see over or past any of the other guests 
to the fair beyond. He attempted to take his mother’s hand, but she 
was too busy fussing over his little brother and baby sister who was 
still in a stroller. The distant whoosh of rides and far off cries of 
joy or terror promised thrills to come, but in the meantime it was 
difficult to move down the narrow path that led to the adventures 
beyond. Tony was becoming dizzy and disoriented. He had woken 
up that morning feeling unwell, but was so excited to go to Wonder 
Fair, he didn’t mention it to his mother. Now with all the people 
around him, his head had begun to throb. Even after they’d been 
walking for twenty minutes or so, he’d seen nothing but the pasty 
legs and round backsides of the people in front of him.
 He tugged at his mother’s pocket to tell her he needed to use 
the restroom only to find a strange face peering over him. She was 
dressed in similar beige slacks and green blouse as his mother and 
had the same dark curly hair, but she was fatter with thin lips and 
beady little eyes. It was like seeing his mother in some demented 
fun house mirror.
 “Sorry,” he muttered to the strange woman as he backed 

away slowly into the dense crowd.
 The woman stared at him for a moment before disappearing 
with her own son and daughter at each side of her. 
 Tony had been told many times that if he ever got lost, he 
was to stay where he was until someone found him, but he was 
surrounded on all sides by the impenetrable bulk of strangers. How 
would anyone ever find him in this swarm of people? He decided 
that he should at least find some kind of landmark and wait there.
 He moved along with the human stream while trying to 
push his way through to the side. He squeezed between sweaty bod-
ies, which jostled and pressed in against him, all the while reeling 
from the oppressive stench of body odor. When he finally made it 
to the edge of the crowd, instead of stepping out into an open thor-
oughfare, Tony came to a tall wooden fence, its paint nearly worn 
to nothing with age. People walked right up alongside it without 
leaving so much as a gutter where he could stand and catch his 
breath. He had no choice but to follow them along the fence until 
he arrived somewhere he could sit and wait, but his head began to 
grow even dizzier. The air foul in his nose and lungs, he was hav-
ing trouble catching his breath. He walked on for some time with 
nothing but the fence on one side and the careless fair goers thrust-
ing him continually against the rough wood, giving him splinters in 
his bare arm. Just as he was beginning to think he would collapse 
and be trampled by the horde the fence opened into a small train 
station.
 The crowd shoved him towards the open door of the waiting 
train, but Tony did not want to get on. It would be better to wait at 
the station than board a train heading off towards he did not know 
where, but the man beside him pushed him forward and would not 
let him slide past.
 “Come on, kid. Move it. Hurry up,” he kept saying.
 When he got to the front of the line the conductor grabbed 
him by his collar and dumped him inside the train without a word. 
Before Tony could protest, the train doors slammed shut and the 
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car began to lurch slowly forward, so Tony found a narrow seat 
against the wall between a large, sweaty man and an older woman 
who repeatedly snorted and cleared the mucous from her throat. 
The conductor who was standing at the far end of the train seemed 
to be gazing straight at Tony, but his expression was masked in 
shadows.
 Perhaps this train will take me back to the front of the fair, 
Tony thought hopefully. That seemed like a good place to wait to be 
found. Maybe the fair would even send out an employee to search 
for his mother.
 The other passengers all sat in silence staring blankly ahead 
with their hands folded in their laps.
 “Excuse me,” Tony asked the woman beside him. “Do you 
know where this train goes?”
 The woman did not so much as glance in his direction. Tony 
turned around to look out the window. Instead of rides, tents, and 
other fair sites, he saw only a dark forest.
 He found the jerky motion of the train nauseating, and he 
was furious with himself for getting lost. The Wonder Fair was only 
going to be in town for a couple more days. All of his friends had 
already been and teased him for not going. They whispered tales of 
fun and adventure to each other but would not share their stories 
with Tony, the uninitiated.  He was too little to ride anything any-
way they said, although smaller children than he had ridden rides 
so exciting Tony couldn’t even imagine what they might be like. 
When he protested that his family went to the state fair every year 
and that it was already almost too much fun to handle, the other 
children just laughed.
 “The state fair?” they scoffed. “After you go to the Wonder 
Fair, the state fair will seem about as much fun as going to the prin-
cipal’s office.”
 Tony’s parents, however, showed no interest in going to 
the fair at all. His father, who was rarely affectionate or desirous of 
fun, merely swatted Tony’s request away with the wave of his hand. 

Often ill and exhausted from work, he spent most of his time in bed 
when he was home, and Tony was continually warned not to bother 
him. Nevertheless, Tony begged and begged his parents to take 
him to the Wonder Fair, and they finally consented only a few days 
before it was scheduled to leave town, though his father had woken 
up feverish that morning and could not be convinced to rise from 
bed. Tony, ignoring his own symptoms, cried so hard his mother 
begrudgingly agreed to take him, though that meant also bringing 
his younger siblings since his father was too unhealthy to watch 
over babies.
 He had ruined everything by getting lost before he even 
had the chance to play any games, see a single attraction, or ride 
so much as the merry-go-round, which he had heard contained a 
veritable Noah’s Ark of animals to choose from. His mother would 
be furious by the time she found him. She’d take him straight home 
as punishment. Then Monday he’d have to go back to school. The 
fair would leave town possibly forever without Tony discovering the 
secrets that it held.
 Tony’s fever surged, and he sweated profusely. The small 
compartment was airless and stifling, and the way the train wob-
bled to and fro made him want to vomit. Meanwhile the malevolent 
gaze of the conductor never left him until he was terrified of the 
man. The train made occasional stops at small abandoned stations 
or rickety empty platforms, places his mother was sure never to 
find him. None of the passengers got on or off or even spoke to 
each other. It had been some time since he had seen anything of 
the fair at all and behind him lay only the dark forest. Despite his 
reservations, Tony made up his mind that he must get off at the 
next stop or he would throw up. Surely an adult there could help 
him find his way back to the front of the fair or at least a safe place 
where he could wait for his mother.
 Tony’s shock upon exiting the train was almost worse than 
the oppressive atmosphere inside of it. Before him sat his own 
house. It was the same in every aspect from the rust colored bricks 
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to the green shutters. It even had the same plastic swing set in the 
front yard. Tony’s head reeled and he threw up onto the ground in 
front of him. After he caught his breath, he considered getting back 
on the train, but it was long gone. He hadn’t even heard it pull away. 
He looked down at the tracks running through what appeared to 
be his front yard, but he could barely see them through the over-
grown grass and weeds. Was it possible that the train had left the 
fair altogether and by coincidence taken him straight home? At 
night he often heard the whistle of distant trains come from far 
away, but none had ever passed this close to his house before.
 Too frightened to go through the front door, Tony moved 
tentatively along the side of the house into the backyard. There was 
a small person on the far end digging in the garden with a hoe that 
looked oversized next to his shriveled body. He was standing next 
to several piles of dirt, as though he’d been digging up and filling in 
holes and was just beginning a new one. Tony tried to sneak back 
into the front yard without being noticed, but the tiny person heard 
him and turned around. 
 It was his father and it wasn’t. He had his father’s bald head, 
red beard, and tired gray eyes, but his father was a tall, broad, if 
not particularly fit man, and this person was skinny, emaciated and 
shorter than even Tony.  He was completely naked and Tony could 
see his ribs and bones through his thin, transparent skin. Could his 
father’s illness have wasted him away so drastically in such a short 
period of time?
 “Tony, my son,” the thing greeted him with his father’s 
gravely voice, though it was higher and thinner somehow.
 Frozen by fear and confusion, Tony was unable to speak 
or runaway. The tiny man hoisted the hoe onto his shoulder with 
surprising ease. He scurried quickly though the yard towards Tony.
 “Tony, my son,” he repeated. “Come to me, my boy, and give 
your father a kiss.”

Into the Last of the Great Sunrises

Scott Chisholm

(Literocalypse)

 Behind me, the Screamin’ Demon rollercoaster thundered 
around its track.  I could hear, or maybe I just thought I could hear, 
its bolts and screws rattling loose in its skeletal struts and supports.  
 I wandered near a shooting gallery to distance myself from 
the coaster in the event of a collapse.  Pink stuffed elephants and 
teddy bears were shanghaied over ranges of cardboard ducks and 
tin-can pyramids in the almost-empty gallery.  A guy in a Pennzoil 
cap lazily scanned an AutoTrader behind the counter.  
  Ant reappeared around the corner.  His dreadlocks bounced 
stiffly on top of his head.  Earlier in the night, he asked me what 
I thought of his dreads.  I thought they looked like anyone else’s 
dreads; I thought they looked like a mad tarantula gangbang. He’d 
acquired one of those plastic snapping crocodile heads on a pink 
plastic pole.  I predicted annoyance, accurately.  
 Ant’s Anthony Stannard Jory.  Everybody knows an Ant.  
Ant’s one of those guys that the universe or whatever has prede-
termined you’re just not going to like.  I suppose that’d be enough 
to explain my dislike, just knowing everyone knows an Ant, just 
knowing it’s simply grist for universal balance, everyone balanced 
against a nemesis, a Moriarty, a Lex Luthor, a Ming the Merciless, 
an opposing force.  Yes, I suppose it’d be enough, but Ant’s a thief, 
too.  Ant took Kara from me.   
 Ant played bass in a band, Goatmeal.  They claimed kin-
ship with The Ramones.  They, in reality, were a secondhand 
Motley Crue in secondhand trenchcoats and paper-thin angst.  
Spray-painted on the back of Ant’s trenchcoat were the words DARK 

PRINCE OF BADASSYLVANIA.  I knew Ant had used his shit-level band to 
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lure Kara away.      
 “Dustin told me they’re going to take whatsername to the 
hospital,” Ant said. “And Ava’s really pissed at you.” He snapped the 
crocodile head near my face.
 I batted it away. “Jesus Christ, are you kidding?”
 “Hey, you shouldn’t’ve made the doll joke.”
 “No, no, I mean the hospital.  It’s not like she swallowed the 
thing.”
 “Dustin says she’s really freaked.”
 “Forget the hospital, then.  Get her into a rubber room.” 
 We’d gone to the carnival with Dustin, Dustin’s girlfriend 
Ava, and Ava’s overseas friend Selwyn, a Welsh girl Ava had met in 
Italy a year or so ago.  Selwyn had bought a cardboard cone of cot-
ton-candy and, biting into the pink fluffy folds of blasted sugar, she 
gagged, dropped the cardboard cone, clutched her throat, and shot 
something from her mouth.  It hit the dirt near Ava’s sandal.  We all 
looked down at a shriveled lizard clinging to a moist sugary wad.    
 “Whoa, hey, uh . . . shit!” I didn’t know what to say to her.  I 
kept on talking anyway, knowing even less what to say. “Looks like 
you get a Kewpie doll!”
 Selwyn put her hand to her mouth and ran off, still gagging.  
Ava narrowed her eyes to slits, fixed me with a hateful look, and 
chased after her.  
 “What is that, a skink?’ Dustin asked.  
 “Looks like a gecko,” I answered, my voice poorly masking 
tides of laughter. “See, it’s got sucker-pads for its toes.”
 “What do you think, Ant?” Dustin asked, not wanting to 
change the subject.  He knew Ava would come down on him hard 
for not showing immediate concern for Selwyn.  
 Ant looked around disinterestedly. “ I don’t know, a gila 
monster?”
 “Yeah, that’s what it is,” I said, Ant’s stupidity siphoning 
away the laughter I’d fought to control seconds ago. “A gila monster.  
You ever seen one?  They’re as big as your forearm.”

 “It could be a baby.”
 “This isn’t Arizona.”
 Ava returned shortly to collect Dustin.  She didn’t look 
pleased.  They left, Dustin wearing a look like he’s heading for the 
electric chair.  Ant followed, probably to see if he could wrench a 
date out of Selwyn in her moment of shock.  He returned ten min-
utes later, with the plastic crocodile head.     
 I asked Ant, “And we’re getting home . . . ?”
 “Oh, yeah, Dustin said you’ve always got cash on you.  We 
could call a cab.”
 “We’re walking,” I said, heading toward the parking lot.  
 Ant stood silent, dumbstruck.  Then, “What?  Are you 
thinking how fucking far out we are?”
 “Don’t think, just walk.” I sounded flat, deadpan.  Ant 
looked helpless, scared—scared at the thought of walking a long 
way.  I smiled.  
 “So you’re saying you’re out of cash?”
 “Yeah,” I lied.  I had a ten.  
 I’d hoped Ant would stay behind and make an attempt at 
hitching a ride with somebody.  I’d hoped the thought of walking all 
night might scare Ant from following me.  For a few seconds, be-
fore I heard Ant’s heavy workboots crunch and scatter the pebbles 
leading into the parking lot, the thought of solitude comforted me.  
Ant, the thief, snatched the comfort away.
 He caught up with me, gasping hotly, swinging the plastic 
crocodile head. “So, hey, what’s the deal with the English girl?  You 
dating her?”
 “No, I’m not,” I said as we rounded the corner out of the 
parking lot and onto the main road.  Ant strode ahead of me, whis-
tling something distantly familiar. I suddenly felt lagging, letting 
the weight of the long walk ahead settle into my mind.  Ant’s whis-
tling grated against my ears.  I’d never learned to whistle.  
 Ant halted.  He poked something with the plastic crocodile 
head, something lumped into the dusty shoulder. “Look here, man.  
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Road-kill.”
 A crushed armadillo lay in the dirt.  There didn’t look like 
much left keeping it in one piece.  
 Ant shouted “BOOT KILL” and kicked it.  It spun a few feet 
and made a sick thud-crack! against a concrete streetlamp base.  It 
split into two halves like a soft melon.  Maggots spilled out.  
 “You done?”
 “Mission accomplished, 007,” he said and resumed whis-
tling.  
 Up ahead, on either side of the road, stretched endless fields 
of car dealerships, hundreds of stilled metal bodies gleaming under 
the lots’ oddly clinical lighting.  I looked at my watch.  10:34.  See-
ing the lots of cars wore me out.   
 I felt suddenly very drowsy, and before long . . . 

10:57
 . . . Ant asks me about Julia.
 Julia’s currently the only lady in my life.  She’s a ’63 Alfa Ro-
meo Giulietta, deep sea-green, missing a scratch on the rear.  She’ll 
get the scratch after I christen her, after I get her running.  I’ve 
always liked the idea of smashing a bottle of wine or champagne or 
vodka against a ship before its maiden voyage.  I’ve christened ev-
ery car I’ve bought, given them little scratches to make them mine, 
put my stamp on them.  My first, a ’71 Oldsmobile station wagon, 
also green, I hit with a bottle of Mad Dog.  My second, a ’78 Dodge 
Diplomat in far worse shape than the Olds, I hit with something 
from the lower depths of inventiveness; I hit the Dodge with a Coke 
bottle full of sugar-water with a slice of rye bread crammed into it.  
I’ll get something classy for Julia though.  Maybe a bottle of ouzo I 
brought back from Greece a few years back.  I don’t think I can risk 
drinking it.  Its old, and the grapes and angelica root might’ve gone 
bad.  I wouldn’t like smashing the bottle, either.  I like the dancing 
girls filigreed into the glass, a frolicking and fragile bas-relief.  
 I know it’s going to take a long time before I smash any bot-

tles.  I bought Julia with a trashed engine.  Her crankcase, cylinder 
head, and twin-choke carburetor lay in heartbreaking pieces in my 
garage.  Its easy to see Julia’s teardrop-shaped grille, a lone sad eye 
pleading me to bring her back to life.  
 Ant asked me about her, asking if I’d ever be interested in 
selling her—after I got her running.  Lazy bastard.  
 We were still shuffling down the long stretch of dealerships.  
I got an uneasy feeling.  Their darkened headlamps reminded me of 
the glassy, black depthless eyes f reptiles.  
 “See, my sister hooked up with this Italian mechanic . . . “
 “Uh-huh.”
 “ . . . at least I think he’s Italian, and I think he’s had an Alfa 
before . . . “
 “Yeah?”
 “ . . . and with a guy like him hanging around, you know I’d 
make sure to keep things running right.”
 “I believe you, Ant.” I did not.  
 “Yeah, I’m going to see if he’ll look at my Jetta.  I’d ask you, 
but . . . uh . . . “
 “What?”
 “Shit, man, I mean, it’s taken you a long time and it’s still a 
mess.”
 Something somewhere deep inside me soothed me from 
saying something mean. “Giuliettas haven’t been made in almost 
thirty-five years, Ant.  Things are scarce sometime, like the right 
ingredients.”
 Ant made a face like he understood.  I know he didn’t.  It 
didn’t matter.  He had a point.  I took my time with Julia.  I also 
took my time with Kara, and Ant took Kara during that time.    
 Kara.  Her last name’s irrelevant, I suppose.  I never had any 
idea of her original hair color, and she never told.  Red when I met 
her, then black with jet-blue streaks, after that bright blonde with 
chocolate tips.  A friend of mine chasing a psychology degree told 
me girls who change their hair color with the frequency of dead 
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skin cells flaking away are running from something.  Maybe.  I 
won’t reveal her last name.
 I don’t think I ever knew her true age, either.  I know I 
never believed the age she gave.  She’s the only girl I’ve ever known 
falling into the mythic role of the woman who doesn’t want her age 
known.  Kara liked playing the mystery girl.    
 She moved in.  I fell for her idiosyncrasies.  I found it ador-
able when she flipped if anyone saw her brushing her teeth.  Once 
she threw a curling iron at me after I saw her squirt Colgate onto 
her toothbrush.  I thought it playfully aggressive and thought her 
irresistible.  But I never let her know my feelings.  Then se met Ant 
and his bottled genie somewhere along the way, and she found Ant 
irresistible.  
 I knew when it began.  I can’t forget the cold and windy 
February night, two days before Valentine’s, two days before I 
planned to say something, when she told me she’d be back soon, 
just going to hang out with Anthony.  She always called him by his 
full first name, an idiosyncrasy I didn’t like.  
 I waited and waited long into the cold and the darkness and 
the despair.  Anxiety came with each set of headlights turning into 
my street, each time a BMW or a Chrysler or a Nissan but never 
Ant’s goddamned blue Jetta.  I adjusted my eyes and ears to see into 
the dark and eavesdrop in among the whipping winds.  I adjusted 
in anticipation of Kara’s return.  I knew Ant liked to kill his lights 
when driving, making the girls scared and crazy and attracted to 
him through the basic element of danger.  
 Kara came home at exactly 8:14 the following morning.  She 
brought me a chocolate doughnut and emptiness.  
 I didn’t know for certain back then.  They just hung out a 
lot and I assumed.  You get feelings, though, intuitions.  I finally got 
confirmation through Lloyd Garr, a peripheral acquaintance who’d 
bought my old Dodge.  Lloyd had a sparkling way with words.  He 
told me, after attending a party where Ant and Kara had bashed the 
Rite of Spring against the headboard that Ant had not only “sinned 

her up six ways from the Sabbath” but had also “banged her tang 
like a motherfucker from Mars.” For Lloyd, anything done wasn’t 
done without the efficacy of a “motherfucker from Mars.” Still, his 
words hit my heart like meat-cleavers.  
 Things got itchy.  I had to ask.  Things got ugly.  She moved 
out, quickly.  
 And I began the long process of, to put it cleanly, mopping 
her out of my system.  
 We’re still friends.  I know she believes this more than I 
do.  Things are different, tainted.  Anyone other than Ant would’ve 
worked wonders.  
 “So what do you say to me and Julia?  You know I’d . . . “
 “I’d rather pour sugar in her gas tank.”  
 Ant paused.  He hadn’t expected that. ‘You know that’s a 
myth, right?  Sugar in the gas tank?”
 ‘Sometimes the myth is enough.”
 I looked out over a Honda lot.  My uneasiness grew.  I felt 
ganged up on, the cars minions sent to seduce me with their glassy 
eyes into letting Julia go.  
 Forget the Italian mess!  Get something shiny and efficient 
and Japanese and utterly characterless, something to keep your soul 
and your mind and your happiness in chains!
 “Forget it,” I whispered.  
 “What?”
 “Nothing.”                            
 Ant began again whistling the tune I couldn’t place and 
everything felt off-kilter and felt clammy and tired and I can’t . . .

12:01
 . . . believe this didn’t happen sooner.  
 We were walking along the bridge spanning Lake Molly.  
Ant tapped his plastic crocodile head against the top of the concrete 
edge-barrier, a clacking metronome echoing down upon the dark 
water and under the bridge.  Lake Molly got its name from a sui-
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cide back in the 1890s.  A jilted girl, Molly Free, took the big black 
plunge when things got lonely and pointless. “Her heart got so 
heavy it sank her like a stone,” the thinning ranks of oldtimers were 
fond of saying.  Bait-shops around the lake offered earthworms 
gruesomely called “molly-locks.” They weren’t free.
 I walked ahead of Ant.  I heard the plastic clacking stop, 
followed by a soft splash.  I turned around.  
 “Drop your croc?”
 “Threw my croc.”
 “Why?  You two were great together.”
 “I don’t know.  Just a stupid, cheap toy.”
 I felt relief.  Briefly.  
 A police cruiser pulled up alongside of us.  Silently, appear-
ing from nowhere, from the shadows.  Its headlights were switched 
on right before the wheels came to a halt.  I wondered if this cop 
had been stalking us.  I wondered, but I didn’t want to know.  
 “There a problem, officer?” I asked.  I’d heard somewhere to 
always initiate the police-civilian confrontation.  If you do, you gain 
the psychological upper-hand.  Ant didn’t say shit.  
 “Throw something in the lake, boys?” From his flat tone, the 
cop wasn’t letting his psychological upper-hand go anywhere far.  
 I turned to Ant.  He’d gone pale, shitless.
 Ant bent down and looked in the cruiser. “Uh, it was just a . 
. . um . . . a . . . “
 It hit me.  Ant’s shitless look.  An icicle of panic cut through 
me.  Ant, I wanted to ask him, kicked myself for not asking him ear-
lier, Ant, you big dumb fuck, are you carrying something, anything, 
in a plastic bag, maybe in your back pocket or rammed up inside your 
ass?
 “ . . . just a toy,” Ant finally managed.  I saw in his eyes he 
wasn’t scared.  He was embarrassed.  
 “Yeah, that’s what it looked like,” the cop said, leaning back 
in his seat.  I spotted a crumpled Burger King bag in the seat.  Hun-
ger joined my fear of whatever else the cop wanted to know.  

 “Pay the fine, big guy,” he said, passing Ant a citation for 
polluting.  
 Then the cruiser began to pull away.  
 I couldn’t believe it.  I rapped my knuckles against the trunk 
gliding past, not knowing or caring if I did something that at some 
level constituted assault against an officer.  
 The cruiser stopped; the cop made no attempt to mask his 
agitation.  
I didn’t know what to say.  Words wouldn’t come.  I had things to 
say, things like--   
 --that’s it, that’s the extent of your interrogative powers and I 
dare you to ask me anything and I’ll spill it, I’ll spill I laughed at a girl 
who chewed up a lizard earlier this evening, a gecko if you must know 
and you might want to jot this down in your little book, and she had 
to go to the hospital and if that’s not just a tad not-right for you this 
guy here I’m stuck with, the guy who threw a plastic crocodile head 
into the lake, and aren’t you curious enough to want to ask yourself if 
maybe it didn’t conceal bags of angel dust or hashish or something in 
the hollowed pole and look at his dreadlocks and cops aren’t supposed 
to trust dreadlocks ‘cause dreadlocks mean dope and if you want 
more he likes to kick armadillo vorpses and do you think you’ve got a 
stray onion ring or something left in that bag you didn’t gobble down 
yet ‘cause I’m hungry enough to eat my own sorry luck and what kind 
of a sorry cop are you who never even asked to see any IDs.  
  Yes, I wanted to say all of those things.  
Practicality sobered me.  I just asked, ‘Do you think you could give 
me, I mean, the two of us, a lift home?”
 “Yeah,” Ant piped anxiously.  
 He looked at us blankly. “Cabdrivers don’t carry revolvers, 
boys.”  
 “Well, what better way to serve the people than by giving us 
a lift?  Isn’t ‘to protect and serve’ still in the police credo?  It’s right 
there on your door.”
 “Look again, boys.”
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 We looked.  It wasn’t there.  
 “Things like what’s written on the car, the badge, and every-
thing else varies from state to state and from department to depart-
ment.  Pay the fine, big guy.” He gunned the engine. “And don’t let 
Molly see you up here.”
 He pulled away and left us there on the bridge, the silence 
falling in the wake of the engine carried the loneliness of the moon.  
 “What’s that shit about Molly seeing us up here?”
 “Nothing, don’t worry about it.” I paused, took a deep 
breath, and got ready for a big blow. “Ant, you got any dope on 
you?”
 “No, but I can get you some later.  You want a dime?”
 I began walking again. “No, just curious.”
 Yes, Ant, just curious, curious you can’t seem to fathom we 
just dodged a bullet dipped in dogshit, curious you can’t seem to think 
farther than finding a bag of weed for someone else so you can pinch 
it and play cat-and-mouse finding forever different and clever places 
to keep the pinchings in the house and away from . . . 

2:19
 . . . home, we were still far from home, and where were we?  
Futon warehouses and discount electronics shops and Chinese eat-
eries and gas stations lined either side of the street, standing dark 
and lifeless.  Everything looked almost as if a meteor crashed in 
some far-flung corner and brought some deep-space plague killing 
everyone except Ant and myself.  It slowly hit me that I didn’t recall 
any other cars on the streets after the encounter with the cop.  Were 
there any before that encounter?
 Ant began whistling again, that damned tune, familiar and 
unfamiliar at the same time, just like the street we were walking 
down.  Royal Pine or Clement, I couldn’t tell.     
 Ant’s whistling lulls me.  It soothes eddies of unconscious-
ness from the darkest ravines in my head.  An image flashes before 
me of Ant as an Asian serpent-tamer.  

 Ant’s whistling charms a serpent from its basket, and the 
overlapping weaves of the basket are the erratic grooves running 
the surface of the brain, my brain; the serpent is a swaying, volatile 
eddy, it’s venom sleep.  
 I fight it.  I don’t want to, but I do.  
 Ant’s whistling is a beckoning call, bringing forth not just 
the serpent.  It beckons Kara from the shadows.   
 She runs to Ant.  She doesn’t see me.  
 I see she’s dyed her hair a deep sea-green.  
 Ant tells her it looks great.  
 She tells him it’s definitely a far cry from her original color.  
 Ant asks to know her original hair color.  She tells him.  
They laugh. 
 I can’t hear what she’s said; it’s in a different language.  Even 
their laughter’s garbled.  
 Ant lets her know he knows her birthday is coming up.  This 
is true.  It is coming up.  He jokes with her about her age.  
 I can’t hear her age; it’s in the different language.  
 Then they’re done speaking their different language.  Ant 
asks to know her middle name again.  He says he’s sorry he’s forgot-
ten it, but he knows it’s something beautiful.
 Kara tells him.  It’s Julia.  
 I know this is wrong.  I know her middle name.  She did tell 
me that.  It’s not Julia.  It’s June.
 Then she turns to me.  She turns to me like she tasted my 
jealousy.  She licks her lips hungrily.  She asks for my watch.  
 I ask why she wants it, hoping she might say something I 
know she won’t say, something like she wants it as a keepsake to 
remind her of me.  
 She tells me she wants my watch seeing as I always took my 
time and it’s time for her to take my time.   
 “What?” I said aloud, too loud.  
 Things began to fall away.  Everything slid away like the 
moon pulling back the tide of my delirium.  
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 This girl wasn’t Kara.  She had black hair and it looked like 
she washed it with potting soil.  Her eyes had bags underneath 
them big enough to stash baby kangaroos.  
 She stank, too.  Her breath smelled capable of knocking 
sunflowers flat.  
 A sidelong look at Ant told me he’d gone shitless again.  I 
knew why, looking back to the girl.  Her right arm disappeared into 
the pocket of a dirty blue windbreaker, ending in a gun-shaped 
bulge.  A small gun, maybe a Derringer.  
 “Yo watch, fuckah!” she growled lowly.  
 I felt far too tired to get scared.  I just felt obedient.  I drows-
ily took it from my wrist.  It pulled some wrist-hairs along with it.  I 
winced.  
 “Hey, don’t get choked up, asshole, ‘ she warned, “things can 
always get uglier, s’what I hear.”
 She took the watch and looped it over her ear, where it hung 
heavily and clanked against an earring I couldn’t clearly make out 
in the dark.  It looked like Hello Kitty caked in grime.   
 She smiled then, revealing a mouthful of dental challenges, 
and said “Don’t forget your parting gift.”
 She whipped out her gun.  It wasn’t a Derringer  
 She had a pistol, a very small one.  
 “Hope ya don’t smoke, fuckahs!” she laughed.  
 A plastic orange water-pistol. 
 She sprayed us, and the acrid greasy stench of gasoline had 
us throw our arms up to protect our eyes.  She ran down an alley, 
still laughing, and disappeared behind a dumpster.  I thought I 
heard a distant cursing as she stumbled over a box or something.  
 Ant and I lowered our arms.  Disturbingly or remarkably, 
I couldn’t tell which, Ant uttered the thought running through my 
head, a helpless thought.  
 ‘I didn’t know you could shoot gas from a water-gun.”
 I stood there, dripping, a walking fire hazard.  
 “Ant?”

 He turned to me wordlessly, eyes like an abused dog’s.  Mine 
probably looked the same.  
 “Don’t whistle anymore, please.”
 I had a feeling if Ant’s whistling his familiar and nameless 
tune hadn’t knocked me into unconsciousness things might’ve 
turned out differently.  I might’ve still had my watch.  Then again, 
I might’ve lost the ten I had.  In any case, I didn’t want to believe 
Ant’s whistling, or anything else Ant did, had any effect on me.  I 
thought this, knowing it as a superior grade of bullshit.  
 Still, I could . . . 

???
 . . . see the Steak n’ Shake lit up like a shrine, a shining way 
station.  
 It stood alone, the last outpost before an eerie wilderness.  
Electric light spilling through the restaurant’s windows threw a 
pallid ghostliness across the green reflective street-sign announcing 
the Dark Cherry Road.  
 I didn’t want to think about the Dark Cherry Road, didn’t 
want to think what the Dark Cherry Road meant, that we were 
still far from home.  I couldn’t really. My mind just mechanically 
zeroed in on the word “cherry,” as in a cherry on top of a mound of 
whipped cream slowly sinking into a sweet morass of ice cream and 
syrup and crushed nuts.  
 “Want a milkshake, Ant?” I said, walking into the restau-
rant’s parking lot.
 “A shake, yeah.”  He paused. “Wait, you’ve got money?”
 “Yeah, I got a ten.” 
 “You had a ten on you all this time?  Shit, we could’ve taken 
a cab home.”
 “A ten wouldn’t’ve gotten us this far in a cab.”
 Ant shrugged.  
 “Milkshake, Ant, milkshake,” I taunted as I stepped up to 
and through the glass doors.  Ant followed.  
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 My eyes shut against the sizzling brilliance of the interior 
lighting.  An odor of chemical cleansers hit me, subduing some-
what our gasoline baths.  Petula Clark was singing, something 
about sleeping in a subway.
 I opened my heavy eyes and saw the place deserted except 
for a sole waitress flipping through a Montgomery Ward catalog 
behind the counter.  I couldn’t recall the last time I’d seen a Mont-
gomery Ward anywhere.  Ant and I approached the metal counter 
stools and sat down.  She looked up from the pantsuits and clock 
radios, smiled and wrinkled her face.  
 “You two are going to have to go outside,” she said, fanning 
the air with the catalog.
 “Hey,” Ant joked, “we didn’t mean to come on too strong.”
 She smiled again, wanly.  “I’m sorry, guys.  Manager’s in 
back, and,” she lowered her voice, “he’s a big ol’ classhole, and if he 
knew I let two guys in stinking like you do, well . . . “
 “What’s a classhole?” I asked.  Her nametag gleamed in the 
bright light: Grace.  Right under it a hipped pin declared TODAY IS THE 

FIRST DAY OF THE REST OF YOUR LIE.  The F had worn away, changing the 
clichéd line into an encapsulated ethical philosophy.   
 “A world-class asshole, “ she beamed, straightening up, 
wearing a look of triumph, as if she’d just divulged the whereabouts 
of Atlantis.    
 Ant laughed, too forcibly. “Hey, I like that.  I’m going to use 
it, if you don’t mind.” 
 “Oh no, no,” she said, “don’t worry.  A lot of people I tell it to 
say they’re going to use it.  Call it my legacy.”  
 Ant took his crumpled littering citation from his pocket and 
asked for a pen to write it down.  She obliged, and I could tell Ant 
hoped to add her phone number right by her witticism.  
 Grace said apologetically, “Alright, guys, I’m still going to 
have to ask you to go outside.”
 “We will, won’t we?” Ant promised, giving me a hopeful 
look.  

 I nodded.  
 “If you guys want something, I can bring it to you out 
there.”
 “Milkshakes,” Ant said.  
 “Pleasures, what are they?”
 Grace took our orders.  Ant wanted chocolate, I wanted ba-
nana.  We turned to go to the outside tables.  Petula Clark had given 
way to Badfinger trilling if you want is, here it is, come and get it.  
 Outside, Ant said, “She’s nice.”
 “She’s a waitress.” 
  “See the pin she’s got?’
 “Yeah?”
 “My dad’s got a pin just like it.”
 Ant babbled on about the pin, about his dad being an 
old hippie, asking me if I thought Grace might be an old hippie, 
about his band, asking me if I thought he should tell Grace about 
his band, things I didn’t care about.  I drifted.  My head felt like a 
sandbag.  I caught myself toppling from the chair more than once, 
my head nearly cracking against the cement table more than twice.  
Ant blathered unabated, unaware, unseeing, uncaring of my near 
misfortune.    
 Distantly, the glass door shut and Grace brought our shakes 
out, setting them on the table.  
 She forgot the whipped cream and cherries.  It didn’t matter.  
It tasted like a long kiss from a sweet winter princess.  
 Grace lingered. “So, what, were you two guys trying to keep 
the hyenas away?”
 “What?” Ant asked dazedly.  
 “My ex took a safari and came back telling me the locals 
spray themselves with gas to keep the hyenas away.”
 I told her about the girl with the gas-filled water-pistol.  
 “Guess you guys’ve had a strange night.”
 Ant and I both kept silent, sipped.  
 Silent seconds passed.  
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 Grace turned to Ant, asking him what’s wrong, why so 
quiet, why you look sad.  I finished my banana shake quickly, 
interrupted Grace’s concerns, and asked her if she’d lend me her 
pen.  She fished it from her apron pocket, and I walked inside to the 
washroom.  
 I passed the manager mopping the floors.  He had a head 
shaped like a teardrop.  
 “Evening,” I mumbled.  
 “Morning,” he grumbled.  
 In the washroom I bent into the basin and splashed cold 
water on my face and in my hair and on my throat and down my 
shirt.  I dried off with a paper towel and pulled another one out 
and flattened it against the counter.  I thought for a moment about 
Kara’s coming birthday, clicked out Grace’s pen and began writing.
 This is what I wrote:
 Well well well, and whoop dee doo,
 There’s ??? candles on the cake for you?
 Yes, another year time does take,
 Making youth harder and harder to fake.
 So buck up girl, laugh it off if you can,
 Life ain’t lack, just a tricky span.
 And it’s a long time gone ‘til the Reaper grins,
 And that creaky bastard arthritis kicks in.  

 I read it two, three times.  Nothing to make Keats blush in 
his grave.  Just a bad poem.  Just a talisman.  Against Kara.  
 I folded the paper towel and stuffed it in my pocket.       
 I thought maybe I’d send it to her come her birthday.  I 
didn’t know if she’d detect the slight venom in it.  I didn’t even 
know what sending it would really do for me.  Hell, I didn’t know if 
I’d even put my name on it.  
 When I came out of the washroom the manager told me to 
tell Grace to come back to his office.  He didn’t look pleased.  
 Ant and Grace were chatting away.  I told Grace what the 

manager told me.  She handed me the check, I passed her the ten, 
and she went inside.  
 “Hey, man, guess what?  I got her number!  And she told 
she’s got a friend she thinks you’d really dig.  Her name’s Doreen.”
 “Wonderful.”
 “And I told her about Goatmeal.  They’re going to come see 
us.”
 Grace came back out and handed Ant my change.  She 
didn’t look pleased.  
 “If you guys wanted to wait around ‘til eight I could give you 
a lift home.”  
“What time is it?” I asked.  I couldn’t believe it took me this long 
to ask the time.  “4:59.  Just a short three hour wait.” She smiled, 
unconvincingly.                  
 A lift home.  Hard to resist.  I thought of the long stretch of 
the Dark Cherry Road, and the fact that we weren’t even halfway 
home yet. “What do you think, Ant?”
 “Where would we . . . “
 Grace interrupted him. “Back of my truck. I’ve got a tarp on 
the floor.”
   Before I knew it we were climbing over the tailgate of her 
truck.  Grace said she would see us in a few hours.  I felt something 
jab my leg in my pocket.  I reached in and pulled out Grace’s pen.  
 Here,” I said, “a gift from Grace.”
 Ant took it and began clicking it annoyingly.  
 “You want to give me my change?”
 He dug in his pocket and passed it to me.  I didn’t count it.  
I don’t even remember looking at the check.  I forgot to tip her, too.  
Maybe I‘d give her the change as gas money.  
 Ant said “Grace told me this Steak n’ Shake’ll probably shut 
down soon.”
 “She’s a fine waitress, her future’s safe, I wouldn’t worry.”
 That was the last thing I remember saying for a long time.  I 
think Ant kept talking.  Consciousness leaked away the moment I 
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put my head into the crook of my arm in the back of Grace’s truck.
 When I woke the sky had brightened just a bit.  I closed 
my eyes.  Feeling warmth, I opened them again, maybe a half hour 
later.  The sun peered over the horizon, an immense fiery Peeping 
Tom trying to see what happened during the darkness, casting that 
peculiar morning brilliance of deep blues, greens, and grays shot 
through with radiances of orange and electric red, coloring the 
world in the shades of the Bikini atoll blast seen from the sea-floor, 
making everything feel like the beginning of time.  
 Ant’s voice startled me. “Do you still talk to Kara?”
 “Back off, Ming.”
 “What?”
 “Nothing.”
   

        

Charles Ely

Stoplights

(Literocalypse)

I wrote the soul of this night 
a hundred years ago and now 
it’s come to reclaim me.
I jaywalk like fuckin’ Jesus Christ on water 
‘cause I got miracles in these hands of mine.
When I imagine you naked you’re effulgent–
it’s not realistic–
but the electricity would snap between us 
all the same and we would glow.

I don’t know if I’m lonely tonight.

This is something like inertia;
I’d fall into you if you’d let me and if you fell 
I’d make sure it was in a field of flowers 
like the god’s afterlife.
We’d be wet with dew and warm 
with each other.

There are stoplights in my eyes and stars in my ears.

I’m a honey bee.
I want to know what your lips taste like 
and next time we hug
let’s just hang tight.
It isn’t complicated; 
there just aren’t any good labels 
for the way I love. 

I don’t want to have to explain it. 
If I could 
I’d simply hold you
until you knew
that whether or not this is romance
I’ve already decided
I’m hanging on to you.
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Jack Fields

(Literocalypse)

Severus Snapplebottom began his life as a hand on which were 
perched each of the five first presidents of a country called Ameri-
ca. The first two presidents, Geheb and Swonash, were turned into 
ashes by a passing wave of fast food regulation. Their ashes were 
consumed by children in various Wendy’s establishments. Each 
plastic packet was a coffin for their memory, and no one knew their 
name, even though they were listed on the ingredient list. These 
children became soldiers in wars fought for control of who had all 
the bullets. Whoever shot the most bullets the fastest won.

The third president, Wahooley, went to a country that was nothing 
but a desert with half buried turkeys. Sometimes turkey butts were 
above the sand, sometimes a leg, or a head. Wahooley tripped and 
fell into a turkey head, where he was eaten and ordained as a rabbi. 
He was sent to trim the beards of 157 toads, whose beards were ab-
sorbing the water that was used for the next year’s crop of shovels. 
Without these shovels, the peasants would be unable to shovel the 
ashes of their children from the bullet wars. Wahooley took these 
beards and formed a lasso. This lasso was a ropey wonder. He used 
it to tear off his peen and write the 13 commandments of America 
upon a passing eagle, in cock’s blood:

1: You are stupid.

2: Baby, someone cut off my peen and wrote an America with it.

3: If a whale tries to sell you a pumpkin, don’t.

4: Your head is an artifice. Throw it away, but don’t let anyone see 
you do it or you’ll be kicked out of school.

5: Always collect a ghost’s shadow if it leaves one behind. It will be 
worth something someday.

6: Starbucks napkins are hereby the new currency, but only after 
they are smeared upon the corpse of a mule. The exchange rate will 
be 13 mules to one napkin.

7: Taxi cabs will be used to build a pyramid with 290 sides. It will 
be the white house, and the president will live there for 17 years at a 
time, while you eat your children’s ashes on a bun.

8: On Father’s day, you will enter an invisible box and be plunged 
into the ocean. There, you will enter an undersea candy store, but 
you will never have enough Starbucks napkins to get what you 
want.

9: It is all spam, all of it. Check the box and delete it. Now delete 
yourself, for you are spam.

10: All clocks will be inscribed with the entirety of the alphabet to 
save time. This is the alphabet: 6+7=A

14*12= B

16 - {eleventy two}= President Wahooley

And so on, until you reach the period, which is the end of the 
alphabet.

11: All previous constitutions were writ by false writers, whose 
passing eagles were inferior and whose cocks had fewer things in 
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them. Accept only the American cockstitution.

12: Spend your adolescence as a duck, waddling in a circle, until 
you become an egg full of dust.

13. All time is a knotted ball. You can hide it anywhere in your 
body, and it is still time.

President number four, whose name was not a name, but a multi-
tude of hot dogs in the shape of swastikas, decided that he would 
create the Gilded Age. This was a time in which every edge was 
embossed with a golden trim, like a wedding cake invented by 
Thomas Edison. All the women wore bonnets made of butter, and 
were picked up by their feet and spread on toast in the summer. It 
was all for naught, because this was not the toast of the righteous. It 
was a feeble toast, one which withered with the coming of the sun. 
Not even the crows would touch it, preferring the taste of mould-
ering poop water. But the crows were put in dresses and sold to the 
highest bidder, where they underwent liposuction.

President five disliked the conservative leanings of his brothers, 
so he became an infinite two-dimensional grid of pink and green 
squares. Each square had a vagina upon it. These vaginas each emit-
ted a spear of light, upon which was skewered an endless succession 
of planets. Each carried a culture dedicated to a single sex act. The 
further down the skewer the planet was, the more orifices possessed 
by its denizens, and the more gymnastic their sexual culture. The 
worlds...

Bike

Nicole Inclan

(IDeclare: Confessions of Hidden Identities)

I had a 101 Dalmatians tricycle when I was little. I used to ride and 
crash into the trailer next door to ours and demand that my mother 
move that damn trailer. She never did.

My father’s relatives gave me a red bicycle for Christmas one year. I 
was about 9 and we needed the money more than I needed to learn 
how to balance and keep from falling onto gravel and dirt so we 
sold it.

My high school boyfriend tried to teach me how to ride a bicycle. 
I accidentally kicked him in the balls trying to mount the bike and 
had to go fetch ice. Lesson cut short.

I went on a date with this guy my sophomore year of college. He 
was a rebound from The One That Had Just Gotten Away. He tried 
to teach me how to ride a bike in the parking lot behind my dorm. 
He gave me a mountain bike fit for his 6’ frame. It had no brakes. I 
promptly crashed it into a Lexus (I go to Rollins). That bicycle inci-
dent would end up being quite representative of that relationshit. 
What I’m getting at is, I don’t know how to ride a bike. How often 
do you hear, “It’s like learning to ride a bike! You never forget!” 
Well, I never learned. And I have a shit memory. So maybe there’s 
a correlation but I digress. Despite a few opportunities, I somehow 
managed to miss out on a good ol’ American childhood rite of pas-
sage and assumed adult ability. Now, I declare I am against learning 
to ride a bike. I did have an interest in learning but it just hasn’t 
worked out and now I like the novelty and quirk of not knowing. I 
refuse to learn. It actually comes in handy!  I work in student affairs 
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so we do a lot of ice breakers. I have a go-to fun fact about myself, 
a little-known fact, and a good truth for “2 Truths and a Lie.” Plus, 
I get to totally fuck people up in Never Have I Ever. I fully embrace 
my inability to maintain my balance and prefer walking or the air 
conditioned interior of my temperamental 2001 Golf as a means of 
transportation. Orlando isn’t the safest for pedestrians and cyclists 
anyway… I also may or may not still be scared of falling and skin-
ning my knee.

For the Woman Alone

Ashley Inguanta

(Welcome to Anxiety: Population 20 Million - Part 2)

You stand in the kitchen, bare, 
your body turned away, your hands busy, 
maybe cutting cabbage, a pear.

I can see your legs, the space between—  
but the whole of you is here.

I am alone on most nights, and so are you. 
On some nights, I touch myself. 
On these nights your body, too, opens.

To understand you would be one thing, 
to stand next to you would be another. 
I am a lonely woman who longs for woman

and so are you, and the way you stand near the counter 
brings me peace. The world has ended.  
This is the aftermath—your bare body, 
my longing to touch.

You hold my hand, walk me out of where I am, 
and then I am far from you again, but you still hold and hold.

My mouth is a wish 
and the space between your legs is a folded ocean, 
a book loosely opened.

Our arms are miles, stretched.

When I eat from my garden 
you slice the harvest, 
close your eyes, dream.
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Resilience

Sophie Jupillat

(IDeclare: Confessions of Hidden Identities)

I never dreamt I’d have to cut my way out of my bedroom 

window with a pair of scissors to escape my home and the people I 

loved the most. I never dreamed I’d be held in false imprisonment 

twice in the same year. I never imagined the parents who’d said they 

loved me no matter what, who’d taught me to defend myself against 

bullies, the parents who’d taught me so many life lessons would be-

tray me and teach me the worst lesson of all: that even people who 

love you can hurt you deeply, kill your self-esteem day by day,  week 

by week, month by month. 

I’d always held my parents in very high esteem. They were 

very smart, a handsome-looking couple, and kind. They adopted 

me when I was six months old in Venezuela. My biological par-

ents had died in a mudslide in a barrio, while I was in the hospital 

recuperating from a premature birth. I was a spoiled princess in 

my new life with my new parents, first in Venezuela and then in 

the United States. My parents gave me and furthered in me my love 

of books and music; they homeschooled from 6th grade to 12th 

grade when we decided that the public school system was a dismal 

failure. My academic accomplishments were praised to the heav-

ens, I felt utterly loved, wrapped in a cocoon of support, affection, 

and wisdom. I loved looking into my mother’s eyes and seeing the 

laughter there, the warmth. Likewise with my dad, though always 

less openly affectionate, and mostly absent from the household due 

to his ever consuming job needs, his eyes spoke to me reassuringly. 

I considered him my Superhero. 

When I was 11 years old, my mom was diagnosed with 

breast cancer. I became aware of my mother’s fragility and mor-

tality. When she was tense and irritable, when she snapped at me 

and shouted: “You don’t care about my disease!” after I accidentally 

dropped a mop in the kitchen, I understood her even if it hurt. 

I knew she wasn’t always easy to be around with. I knew when 

she got angry she would give me the cold shoulder, or slap me or 

scream or pull my hair. But it only got worse, long after she’d re-

covered from her breast cancer surgery. In the coming years, my 

mother berated and nagged at every aspect of my life. She criticized 

and insulted any little thing she deemed wrong. She and my father 

openly hated the fact that I was a slow eater. They glared at me, 

screamed at me, told me I’d be ridiculed by future friends and lov-

ers if I kept this up. Once, in her anger, my mom tried force spoon-

feeding me. When I forgot to do something around the house, or 

did it the wrong way, I got berated for usually two hours on end, or 

have my hair pulled, or have her seize my arm and drag me to my 
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room for time out. Then, as if it weren’t enough, she called my dad 

at work and told him how unmanageable I was, so that when he 

came back home at night, I would have two angry parents on my 

back to deal with. 

Imagine being trapped into a hellish cycle of waking up and 

every day your first thought being “I hope today won’t be a bad 

day for once; let’s hope she’s in a good mood.” Alas, only very few 

times this desire would come true. Being in my own home felt like 

walking on eggs all the time. And my mother convinced me by any 

means that the whole situation was my fault, that I was the cause 

of everything that went wrong. When I told her how I tried doing 

things the way she wanted them to, how all I wanted was to make 

her happy, she took on a baby girl voice and mocked me: “Aww, 

aren’t you traumatized that things aren’t going your way. Like you 

care about my happiness anyway. Don’t pretend to love if you can’t. 

You may dupe other people into believing you’re nice but I know 

better.” If I started crying she would say I was crying for the wrong 

reasons. If I did not cry she would do her utmost best to make me 

cry, to see if “I had a heart” until I was forced to run to the bath-

room, dry retching, the stress of the situation stifling my breath 

till I choked. I was always stuck between a rock and a hard place. 

If I tried asserting my independence to her, she screamed how I 

was rude and ungrateful. If I was silent and didn’t stand up to her, 

she said I was weak. I remember one particular instance where she 

dragged me to a mirror and pointed at my posture, my slumped 

shoulders and pale unhappy face and she said, “You are so weak, 

you have no willpower whatsoever. Be more like me, even if you 

can never reach my degree of willpower, you can always try.”

I have a litany of fears that are ingrained in my brain. As the 

months go by, they fade little by little, the poison of the soul slowly 

leaving me. Who is the idiot who said “sticks and stones may break 

your bones but words can never hurt you”?

About men: No man will ever like a girl with your awful person-
ality; you will either stumble on a husband who loves you but will 
leave you in the year; or you will fall on a man who will beat you 
and you will stay with him like the bootlicker you are.
No man will stay with a woman who can’t cook, and can’t clean a 
house properly. You will become a gold digger and marry a man 
who has money in order to have housekeepers who will do your 
every bidding.

School: Your teachers will get fed up with your stupid questions and 
will end up seeing your true personality; that of a manipulative cold 
person. Your grades will slip and you will fail at what you aspire to.

Friends: No wonder you have none, they must be fed up by how 
clingy you are. They will use you instead of respecting you. You will 
alienate all the people around you, even your own children won’t 
want to be with you. When you reach retirement they will ship you 
off to a nursing home to get rid of you.

In reference to a comment of a friend of my parents’ who was praising 
my musical compositions:
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You are no genius no matter what he said. Your soul is cruel, you 
have no talent. You have nothing.

In reference to my physique:

We need to cut your hair; you look like a nun, your hair is shapeless 
and awful looking.

Is that why you wanted to keep wearing glasses, so you could look 
geeky and intelligent? You can’t pretend to be intelligent.

I don’t like that you are so skinny; you look like a skeleton. Men like 
girls with flesh on their bones. You look anorexic.

In 2010, when I was 16, I created accounts on fanfiction.

net in order to receive feedback on my writing and to make friends. 

I didn’t tell my family I had accounts on there; I didn’t feel the 

need to, and I wanted to have something all to myself, safe from 

their constant hurtful nagging. This lasted for three months, and 

I’d made some friends on there, tried asking the few I felt close to 

about advice to deal with my parents. When my mom found out, 

little did I know that for 14 months, I would have zero access to the 

Internet or phone. I was a prisoner in my own home for “my own 

protection” they said. Wherever they wanted me to go, even if I 

didn’t want to, they forced me to even if I was sick and on my peri-

od. If they wanted me to stay at home while they went out to have 

fun, again I was at their beck and call. I hated it, and to this day I 

still have nightmares about being cooped up in that house, alone 

and with no chance of defending myself if burglars decided to come 

in; or simply having someone to talk to. Trapped in the four walls 

at home, snared in a cycle of screaming, of the most absurd accusa-

tions: that I had mental disorders, that I was antisocial, or bipolar, 

or schizophrenic, that I was planning to hurt my mom, that I was 

a manipulator bent on making people think I was nice but in fact 

only using them. I was a figure to be pitied for my mental disorder, 

but a figure of scorn because I was doing nothing to “fix myself ”. 

Most people consider think back on their college appli-

cations with trepidation and excitement. I recall thinking how I 

would be free, oh so free once I got into college. I’d be able to hang 

out with people I chose, I’d be able to pursue studies in what I liked. 

But alas, even that was spoiled for me. The discussion about my 

college career can be condensed in this mini-play:

Mom: You’re taking Biology as a major? That is such a waste of 
time. You think your music and writing will help you? Why don’t 
you go to a whorehouse and play piano there? You have no real in-
telligence, whereas I do. You have monkey intelligence. Don’t try to 
play at being a therapist. You change what you say to people all the 
time, because you’re such a bootlicker. Admit you are a bootlicker. 
Admit it! 

Me: No.
gets hair pulled violently.
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Mom: Admit it!! 

Me: No.
gets flung across the room and goes to the bedroom. Stares at the wall 
for hours.

In 2013 at college, I met what would now be my current 

boyfriend Christopher. We were in two classes together - English 

related. Our relationship took a little while in getting official: I was 

shy and Christopher was twice my age, and he didn’t want to come 

off as creepy. But our barriers broke down and with him I was 

myself like I had never been with anyone, not even my parents. We 

were birds of a feather definitely, but with a much, much stronger 

affinity and bond. In May, my mother found out about our relation-

ship via her snooping on my phone. Instead of opening a dialogue 

with him, she confiscated all my electronics during the summer 

and made me have to take make up finals so that “I wouldn’t see 

that sex slaver I was dating” according to her. She ripped him and I 

to pieces verbally: that I was a whore and that he was pimping me, 

that he was only pretending to love and respect me, that he must 

be married and hiding it, and that if his wife found out she would 

stalk me...The list went on and on and if I hadn’t been able to escape 

my confinement at home during a wee couple of hours when my 

parents would go out, in which I visited my next door neighbors 

and used their computer, I would have gone crazy. I warned Chris-

topher of what was going on and promised to communicate with 

him when I could. The summer was very rough; it was like 2010 all 

over again. I swore to myself this would be the last time my parents 

would ever confine me against my will. However, this didn’t affect 

my relationship with Christopher in any way; if it did, it made 

our bond even stronger. We started dating again in August and he 

helped me to find myself again and think of my independence; I 

couldn’t keep destroying my emotional psyche for my parents. 

During Thanksgiving, my parents found out I was still dat-

ing him, again because they snooped around in my personal stuff. 

This was during the last week of classes and finals and they kept me 

forcefully at home. No matter how much I begged them to let me 

go to school, they refused. They kept the keys to the house in their 

pockets and refused to let me so much as get the mail. My parents 

thought I was on drugs and dragged me to the doctor’s to be diag-

nosed. When the results came back negative, my mother had them 

send the results to a more sophisticated lab in case “more com-

plicated” drugs were used. On the Monday of that week, after the 

indignity of the blood test, I wanted to walk out of the house and go 

to my neighbors’ with my stuff. I’d had had enough. My mom saw 

what I was trying to do, and grabbed me by the arm, digging her 

fingers in, then latching on to my shirt. I pulled back and she hung 
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on and my thoughts whirled with the same sentence: Let me go 

Let me go. She was deceptively strong, and tugged the shirt nearly 

completely over my head. For days afterward, I had a bruise the size 

of her fingers on my upper arm. She even went so far as to call the 

family doctor and leave a voice message in front of me, saying that I 

was hitting her. I will never forget the triumphant look in her eyes, 

so distorted by fury. So many lies left me breathless. Thankfully 

I’d managed to contact Christopher before all my electronics got 

confiscated.  He was the one to contact the right people at school 

and have them investigate what was going on. On the morning 

of December 7th I opened my bedroom window, cut through the 

screen with nail clippers, and called him to pick me up. I escaped 

without a hitch then.

I remember waiting in the car with Christopher, and wait-

ing for the police to come. We’d crossed over Lake County and into 

Orange County. The cops had contacted us through our neighbors 

and wanted to make sure I had indeed gone of my own volition. 

I remember the wait and finally talking to them, feeling strangely 

serene under my apparent nerves. The meeting ended with the ser-

geant telling me: “You seem fine. Have a nice life. I’d advise you to 

file a restraining order, you are much better out of that house, trust 

me.” How right he was. I am completely estranged from my parents 

now, but as physically orphaned as I feel, my soul is complete. No 

more fear and rage in my life, no more taunting and jeering, push-

ing around and hair pulling. My confidence and esteem have picked 

themselves up, and tottered on to a new road; a road I set in motion 

when I cut through the screen window, mesh line by mesh line, fear 

and hope guiding my hand.
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Everything Smells Like Bad Meat

Jessica Kaufman

(Welcome to Anxiety: Population 20 Million)

Everything smells like bad meat.
Like the chicken about to go rancid. 
No one else understands 
The complexities of spoiling meat
Of raw and pink and sour flesh.
I understand. 
I throw it out
Into powdery-scented trash bags.
Still, it lingers on my skin.

I buy pajamas—
Matching
Paisley
Blue pajamas,
Purple diamond-patterned.
Matching socks
Multiple bed-sets with soft sheets and decorative pillows.
These are the props that make me normal.
They make up for the six pills a day.
Pillows and high thread counts make you normal.
I bet you didn’t know that did you?
Then they get covered 
By piles of clothes and paperwork
And I sleep in dirty sweatpants for days on end. 

Maybe if I snort the pills?
Maybe inject them into a wrinkled vein
In my high large forehead?

Brutal exercise
Scriptures before 8AM
Tithes and offerings 
Given with prayer. 
Begged blessings from a God
That’s with me but watching—
Just. Like Me. 
Watching the show—
The menagerie. 

Internal, external, all around—
It’s a lot of work.
So I crossfit, and I eat protein,
Though I pucker my mouth always
At the thought of meat spoiling in my mouth 
And contaminating my stomach,
And still I am unbearably tired.
Three large energy drinks away from sleep. 



4948

Swamp Thing Without Swamp Thing #1
(From Issue #53, October 1986)

By Alan Moore & John Totleben & Hannah Miller
(Literocalypse)

There was a girl where I grew up who cried flowers and her name 
was Colleen. She lived up the hill from my house and her hair 
was blonde but only cuz her mother dyed it that way. Relaxer and 
bleach burning her head til Colleen cried gladiolas. Every month 
they had fresh flowers in the foyer. It was a pretty home.
 
Next door to Colleen was where David and his brother Seth lived. 
They had a tall bush behind their house shaped like an L that grew 
berries. Berries, no flowers. The only flowers I knew growing up 
weeped out Colleen’s brown eyes.  At night all us Naperville kids 
would gather in the corner of the L, the bush a thick wall that 
blocked the view of the houses and the street. Our world was that 
bush on two sides. The rest was the wide, sunk down expanse of the 
retention field, hazy in the orange lights rising off Route 34.
 
We would gather there in the L, boys and girls. In summer we 
caught fireflies in jars. Colleen and I would run after everybody, 
goosing them and grabbing their haul. They’d get mad sometimes 
but mostly it was just another game: Run From The Firefly Thieves. 
Colleen and I were outlaws: Robin Hoods for bugs. We’d smash 
all the jars with a rock and watch the insects climb loose from the 
glass. Fly up and flash like falling stars in reverse. The night would 
get darker and we’d lose our breath and roll down the incline to 
the bottom of the field. Tiny white petals of Queen Anne’s Lace fell 
from Colleen’s eyes as she laughed and gasped. Sometimes she held 
my hand.
 
Kids brought jars to the bush in winter too, filled with liquor stolen 
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from their parents. A bit of whiskey, a bit of vodka, a bit of creme 
de menth, all mixed together, the bottles at home topped off with 
water to avoid suspicion. Boys chased girls. Took them down the 
shadow of the field, where the snow piled up. 
 
One night Colleen wore too-big boots and David’s brother Seth 
caught her. He pulled her down onto the snow and great big vines 
of orchids sprang from her frightened eyes and tangled ‘round his 
hands tight till the little finger on his left hand snapped and he 
yelled with the pain.
 
She ran as he picked the flowers off, weeping all the way to the edge 
of the highway. I pushed my way out from under David and fol-
lowed the trail of flowers on the frost.
 
Colleen stood quiet in a pile of wilted leaves and petals, brushing 
wildflowers from her eyes that died as soon as they bloomed.
 
“It’s nothing, Stacy,” she said to me, staring at the highway.
 
“It’s nothing.”
 
The lights from the passing cars turned her coat yellow and red. She 
took a step forward but I grabbed her back, pulled her down to the 
brittle ground at the edge of the curb where the snow piled up.
 
I moved away years ago but I heard they call Route 34 the Marigold 
Mile. Still the only place in the Naperville where flowers grow wild.
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I Was Ten When the Crying Started

Jonathan Pamplin

(Welcome to Anxiety: Population 20 Million - Part 2)

I was ten when the crying started.
 I would wake up with wet eyes and a puffy face, signs I had 
been crying in my sleep. I would wake up already crying, or would 
wake up and start crying. I went to sleep crying. I cried throughout 
the day. And when I wasn’t crying? That may have been even worse. 
At least crying was doing something; at least it conveyed something 
that was still in me. It may have just been an echo, but it was still 
better than silence.
 There used to be a lot in me. I was a good-humored kid: 
goofy; imaginative; precocious enough to impress adults – who, 
let’s be reminded, regard you with a warm glow of pride for using 
fine motor skills and not pissing on the carpet – but not precocious 
enough to stand too far apart from my peers. I was introverted, and 
often shy, to boot, but I liked to make people laugh, which gave me 
all the social stimulation I needed. I had hobbies. I was happy, or at 
least no less happy than average.
 Then, one day, it all ebbed away. I woke up... different. 
Changed in a way I couldn’t understand. I had no idea what was 
happening to me. I felt confused, frightened, alone. It would be 
many years before I recognized what was happening to me as de-
pression.
 Few realize the aptness of the ailment’s name. Depression. 
It is not, as people commonly take it and commonly use it, the 
sadly too-common feeling of being in a slump. Like any dip in the 
ground, a slump is, technically, a depression, and being in one, 
quite understandably, does make one feel down. But depression is 
not feeling down. Depression is not sadness. Depression means be-
ing de-pressed. Being crushed. Flattened. Squeezed until everything 

that once filled you comes spilling out and you become a 2D effigy 
of your former self.
 And what is it that presses down on the mind of a depressed 
person? The weight of existence unmediated by anything that 
makes existing worthwhile. I lost interest in everything. Every wak-
ing moment throbbed with a sense of meaninglessness. Mundane 
activities became emotional powder kegs. People, too. I found the 
very idea of happiness incomprehensible, and the idea that I used to 
know it elusive, like the residue of a dream that dissolves soon upon 
waking. 
 After you spend long enough living a colorless existence, 
you lose track of who you are. You forget who you were. Stripped of 
interests, pleasures, thoughts, feelings, and any sense of connection 
with others, what are you? What’s left? You become a being that 
exists only to feel miserable about existing.
 I tried my best to remind myself who I was by indulging the 
activities I spent my brief life up to that point living for. I propped 
myself in front of the TV playing video games. I lazed on the couch 
reading Calvin & Hobbes comics. I trekked down to the marshy 
lake by our house. I played with the toys and knick-knacks I’d col-
lected over the years. In every case, I found little of what was there 
before. No matter what I did, I felt naught but the vague sense that 
time was passing. The activities that fueled my life had turned to 
ash.
 I stared at the artifacts of my life with wistful detachment, 
as if I’d inherited a dead man’s treasures. All I could do to keep his 
memory faintly alive was to keep those objects in some state of 
use. They meant very little to me anymore, but pantomiming my 
past self at least gave me a ritual sense of stability. Ten years old 
and I was leaning on nostalgia as an emotional crutch. Still as with 
anyone mourning a loss, I would’ve traded it all to have that person 
back.
 That sense of morbidity arose from my past to haunt me. 
I became obsessed with death, but when I say that, what I real-



5958

ly mean is more obsessed. Since I’d first learned of death around 
the age of five, it had been a source of profound anxiety. I’ve since 
learned that most kids learn about death by degrees. Maybe it 
comes up in a movie, or a pet dies, or a friend or a relative, at which 
point come the euphemisms about a sleep that doesn’t end, or shut-
ting down like a computer, or taking a trip to a better place. Armed 
with these skeletal analogies, children flesh out their concept of 
death with knowledge about the vessels it comes in, the lairs it 
lurks in, the anguish that follows it, the ways people process it, and 
most importantly, the inevitability of it. This usually comes over the 
course of years, so that by the time anyone has to deal with a fully 
developed understanding of death, they’ve achieved a similar level 
of growth.
 Not me. I don’t know what my parents said when they 
explained death to me one evening during dinner. I vaguely recall 
asking them some questions about the word itself, probing them 
more and more about this concept I’d never heard before. When 
they finished explaining what death was, the implication of it hit 
me immediately, and the fist never left my stomach. I was going to 
die. Everyone was. It was all going to end. I was living in a world 
that, one way or another, was going to claim me. I saw my life as 
a project with a deadline; saw an endpoint on the not-too-distant 
horizon with a waiting coffin. I saw myself lying in a box under-
ground, rotting away, dark soil covering me up and separating me 
from everything and everyone. Forever. I have this little piece of 
time – then nothing. Save, perhaps, for the garbled unreality of 
dreams, if death really was just a big sleep. But lying underground 
in a prison of illusions sounded more like a nightmare.
 I fled the room and had a breakdown. My parents followed 
and tried to console me as best they could while dealing with their 
own shock about my shock. I remember them hugging me while I 
cried, thinking about the fact that we would all be dead someday, 
and that as bad as I felt at that moment, I would have made it last 
forever if it meant not having to face the day when I would stop 

feeling anything ever again.
 I don’t remember much about my reaction beyond that 
initial spike of fear, save for one incident shortly after. Having come 
to view life as an insufferable waiting game, I decided to cut it short: 
I walked into the middle of the road and sat down, determined to 
get run over by a car. Mind you, this was the road outside my house 
in a sleepy suburb, which was a dead end. I suppose that made it a 
poetically ideal place to stage my 1/20th-life crisis, but, as was the 
case for any cars that did happen to wander far enough into our 
neighborhood to find our street, it made for a poor escape route, 
as you can no doubt tell from my ability to write this. The best-laid 
suicide plans, as they say.
 Eventually some new development in my life stole the 
spotlight from death, leaving me at my former jaunty baseline and 
leaving it waiting in the dark. Once depression cleared the way of 
distractions, though, my death fear returned. But whereas before 
it was a jolt that shocked me, now it was miasma that suffocated 
me. My skull ricocheted with morbid thoughts and spiritual crises. 
Why bother doing anything, if I was just going to die? What did it 
matter? Was anything going to happen when I died? Does the flame 
simply go out, never to cast its light again? Or is there something 
more?
 I came from an areligious family, but I knew what Heaven 
and Hell were, and the thought of an afterlife held no comfort. If 
Hell, existence would be torture. If Heaven, existence would be a 
different kind of torture. An eternity spent growing bored of every-
thing? Oh sure, you could read every book. Play every video game. 
Watch every movie. Talk to every other person who’d ever lived. 
And you could repeat that process for as many times as it took to 
grow sick of everything and everyone. It might take centuries, mil-
lennia, eons. But eventually you’d do it all. And then you’d still be 
there. Forever.
 Thoughts like these clogged my mind, especially around 
other people. Time spent with others was time spent pretending 
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I wasn’t a robot, or that they weren’t. How could people go about 
their day-to-day lives knowing they would die? How could they be 
so casual? Were they oblivious? Did they really not think about dy-
ing constantly? Or did they know something I didn’t know? What 
was their secret? Was I the only one who felt this way? Were they 
just hiding it better than me? How well was I hiding it?
 And why was I even bothering hiding it, if nothing mattered 
anyways? I guess to avoid even the possibility of having to talk to 
someone about how I felt, someone who wouldn’t understand. Not 
that I had to worry; nobody but my family ever seemed to realize 
something was wrong, or care, if they did.  And hiding created its 
own problem.
 My sense of isolation was profound. I was painfully, acutely 
aware of the psychic gap separating me from everyone else. What-
ever was in me had no outlet; whatever might have helped had no 
entrance. John Donne once said that no man is an island, but, so I 
reckoned, the opposite was true: everyone is an island. Individuality 
precludes harmony; a Self creates an Other. The best we can do is 
make ourselves known to others; truly knowing others is impos-
sible. Communication is a flimsy bridge, easily swayed by stormy 
waters. Given my inability to understand my own turmoil, there 
was no way I could describe it to others, and thus no chance anyone 
else could understand it. As my depression worsened, my convic-
tion grew that anything I felt I would have to feel alone. There could 
be no other way as long as I had an “I” to speak of.
 I didn’t just feel distant, though – I felt alienated. Different 
from those around me not just by degree, but by type. They didn’t 
understand me. I couldn’t understand them. I couldn’t tell what, 
if anything, did lay beyond that psychic gap. Other minds, maybe, 
but minds so inscrutably different from my own I couldn’t begin to 
fathom them. My suffering marked me as something else, and the 
fact that nobody saw it or asked about it struck me as a betrayal, 
an abdication anyone could have to any claim of empathy. Family, 
friends, classmates, teachers – all were different types of strangers.

 Lost in my own forlorn curiosity about others, I didn’t 
even consider how truly curious I must have seemed to the people 
around me. “Why is a ten-year-old acting this way? Why is he cry-
ing all the time? Why is he so obsessed with death, and the afterlife, 
and what people do all day in Heaven? Why is he so distant, so… 
off?”
 I remember a day when my family was set to gather for a 
party by a lake near my grandparent’s house. The day was memora-
ble for the fact that I spent that morning feeling relatively normal. 
Every now and then, my depression would briefly subside and al-
low a ray through the clouds, granting me a precious chance to feel, 
if not happy, than at least not drained. This was an especially good 
day, though. I spent the morning playing with my brother, and even 
found myself enjoying it. It was the most I’d felt like a kid in a long 
time.
 Later that afternoon, as we drove to the lake, I unraveled 
again. In the backseat of the car, on our way to meet most of our 
family and family friends, I burst into tears. I tried to fight it off by 
holding on to the memory of the morning, but that only made it 
worse. How pointless and pathetic was it for us to be playing when 
we were both going to die? Thinking ahead to the party, I dread-
ed the thought of being around all those strange normal people. 
The anxiety welled, and tears with it. My brother was puzzled. My 
Mom was bewildered. Upset, she yelled, “C’mon! You were fine this 
morning!”
 At the time I thought my Mom was mad at me. I felt guilty 
that I couldn’t keep it together. Now I think she was just flustered, 
maybe even fighting tears of her own. And why wouldn’t she be? 
She knew I was suffering, and had done her best as the weeks 
turned to months to be patient and compassionate whenever I 
broke down, even though the reasons were largely the same. I can’t 
imagine how hard it must have been trying to be a parent to a child 
like me. What are you supposed to do with someone who’s unreach-
able, unpredictable, unmendable? It’s frustrating when you feel 
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you can’t help someone... just as it’s frustrating when you feel like 
someone who can’t be helped.
 But that’s what it means to be depressed: you feel helpless, 
and you certainly can’t help yourself. When the problem is the de-
struction of your will, you cannot will yourself better. I spent a lot 
of time fighting myself to scrape any small morsel of peace I could 
out of my life. If I succeeded at all, it was usually just in shutting 
down my mind for some span with some self-medicating distrac-
tion. I suppose it worked: I can hardly remember what I did during 
that period of my life.
 Sleep was my one sanctuary from the miserable thrumming 
of my mind. Every night I went to bed hoping I would wake up 
transformed into the person I used to be, or at least some new per-
son who could function right. It had already happened once, hadn’t 
it? Why not again? Sometimes I hoped I wouldn’t wake up, that I 
would keep dreaming forever. Sleep, after all, is a gentler death: the 
mind dissolves into a senseless eternity, unconcerned with time 
stretching forward or back. Yes, I was wishing to endure exactly 
what I feared most, except I wouldn’t have the torture of the lead-
up. Like getting a shot without a needle. At least it would be done, 
then.
 Sometimes, on rare mornings, I could sneak in one drowsy, 
innocent eyeful of the world before the umbra of depression 
eclipsed the morning sun. Those brief tastes of normalcy kept me 
going. Maybe tomorrow I can blink without leaving my eyes closed.

***

I was eleven when the crying stopped.
The tears dried as suddenly as they came. I kept blinking, but the 
world stayed the same. No morbid thoughts; no oppressive sense of 
hopelessness at the thought of another day; just me and my room, 
waiting for me to get up. I don’t know what caused my depression; 
I don’t know why it subsided, either. That the gray specter could 

sneak into my soul and sneak back out so casually terrified me. To 
this day, I remain fearful of relapse. But hardly a day goes by where 
I’m not grateful for the freedom I’ve enjoyed since then.
 In the end, I got my wish: one day I woke up transformed. 
And not just into someone able to think about life, rather than 
death. The upheaval of my mind destroyed much of the terrain I 
knew, but pushed some things to the surface. One new notion that 
took root amongst the wreckage was that I never wanted to feel that 
lonely again. I’d had so few people I could talk to about how I felt. 
I had been starving for contact, I realized, starving for an escape 
from my own small island, starving for meaning and meaningful 
connections. Whether it was possible to visit other islands or not, I 
had to try. 
 Another was that I never wanted to feel that purposeless 
again. I’d struggled with the question of whether anything was 
significant, and what significance it held. Nothing ever presented 
itself. I found no “true” meaning to who I was, or what I was doing, 
or why the world was the way it was. If I wanted meaning, I would 
have to make it myself.
 And finally, I resolved not to live my life in the shadow of 
death. That’s no life at all. The thoughts of death haven’t gone any-
where – they are the static I drown out with all my other thoughts. 
But they’re quieter now. And they don’t frighten me anymore. Yes, 
I’m going to die. We are all going to die. Everything we ever do will 
die, too, as history forgets first us and then, eventually, our work-
ings in this world. But while I’m alive, I can find meaning in my 
life. While I’m alive, I can connect with people empathetic to this 
business of life, people worth living for to build connections with. 
This – all of this – might just be another ray parting the clouds. The 
gray shadow may return. But I’m going to bask in that sunshine for 
as long as I can.
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True King

Rose Skye

(Emperor Norton Day)

All in all, it had been a frustrating week for Corbin.
 He had done the research. Perused environmental reports, 
ran the numbers on the economic impact, and read every every 
scrap of political literature he could find on the topic. He had care-
fully crafted his arguments word-for-word, and painstakingly put 
together a printed summary of his position, just in case. The oppo-
sition had not a leg to stand on – his analysis utterly shattered any 
illusion that the county decision to build a landfill was good for the 
town, or even good for the county itself.
 Yet not a single drop of the sweat of his brow had meant a 
thing. When he presented his findings to his neighbors, coworkers, 
and family members, he invariably met with one of two reactions. 
The first was frustrating, but at least had some backbone to it: a 
snide remark about his methods or conclusions, and a party-line 
bromide about bringing in money for the town. The second though, 
that one was absolutely infuriating: a mild agreement on the facts, 
coupled with a blank-expressioned disinterest. Sure, they might not 
like the idea of a dump near their family homes, but what could 
they do about it? Why get worked up about the inevitability of the 
political machine?
 As he laid down for bed, another day of fruitless soap-box-
ing past, Corbin muttered hotly to himself about people’s compla-
cence in a government meant to enfranchise the people, about their 
dull-eyed compliance with the whims of politicians they all knew 
to be corrupt. He only got to sleep hours later, when his acrimony 
finally gave way to fatigue.
 That night, he had a dream.
 Corbin rarely remembered his dreams. A prosaic life as an 

accountant employed at a minor firm in a small town produced lit-
tle grist for his imagination. Tonight he felt more lucid than in most 
of his waking life. From a towering vantage point, he watched two 
armies, one nearly twice the size of the other, assemble on a dusty, 
windswept field. Their bronze arms and armor attested to an an-
cient provenance – as did the peculiar robes of the smaller group’s 
leader. Standing in front of a polished throne that blazed with the 
midday sun, the archaic king swept his arms in wide, dramatic 
arcs as he delivered a roaring speech. The tongue was unknown to 
him, but strangely he intuited its meaning: the man told a story, 
one of his people’s honor and their enemy’s treachery, which ended 
with glorious victory in spite of odds. Meanwhile the assembled 
soldiers stood in rapt attention, at times appearing to forget even 
the presence of their foe. When finally he sat down, a deafening 
cheer rose from the ranks. They turned, and charged at the enemy 
force, blades flashing while feathered shafts whipped through the 
air. Those young men were dying, he saw; dying swiftly, in the face 
of superior numbers. Nevertheless, they met the attack with hearty 
shouts of bloodlust, and when their own blood muddied the sand, 
defiant smiles graced their features as their lives drained from their 
wounds. All for a miserable shred of desert.
 At six o’clock sharp on the eighteenth of September, Corbin 
woke up on the right side of the bed.
 He had barely slept – only long enough for the dream. Re-
gardless, it was one of those rare days in which he woke up already 
alert, well-rested without the accompanying mental haze. He sat up 
with a start, eyes scanning the sparsely decorated bachelor’s room. 
The Sun’s first rays had just begun to pierce his curtains, leaving a 
glowing bar on his legs. He felt like a man who had just had a reli-
gious conversion.
 While not tired, Corbin was ravenously hungry. He fairly 
tore open the bag of sliced bread, slapped it down on a plate, and 
withdrew a knife to apply the butter. The sensation of the cold met-
al in his hand made him pause: he gripped it tightly, then loosely, 
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flexing his fingers and palm around it. The simple act of holding 
the handle felt wonderful, felt ineffably right. He turned  it in front 
of him, then held it up to examine. Wielding a tool in his dominant 
hand: it was the most essentially human act he could imagine, the 
capability on which Man’s entire civilization was founded. With 
sharp-edged rock in hand He had beaten back the beasts of the 
wild, and with blade He had brought order to His land. With quill 
He wrote nations into existence, and with wrench he built towers 
scraping the clouds. Corbin could not bear to let it go, even after 
the bread was already in the toaster.
 He could not help grinning as he took the plate of 
still-steaming toast onto his back porch. His hand spun a chair 
around, and he sunk into the seat in a self-assured slouch. Every-
where he sat was a throne. The crisp air braced his skin while he 
raised the toast to his mouth. It tasted incredible. This was the first 
piece of toast he had ever eaten. On this fine autumn morning, 
everything was new again. The old had passed away, and the entire 
world stood waiting for him to seek out and claim its myriad trea-
sures.
 But! All of that in due time. First things first. He stood, 
his mind still racing at what it had learned. There was so much he 
thought he could do now – knew he could do, sans the slightest 
smudge of doubt. Most of all, he knew what he had been doing 
wrong, and how to do it right. This was the sort of epiphany people 
claimed to have had, but he had never quite believed possible. As he 
took his final bite of toast, he remarked out loud to no one in par-
ticular how delicious it was, placing extra emphasis on the second 
syllable.
 At first, Corbin was not even going to bother going to work 
that day; far more important things to do. However, the chance to 
test himself tantalized him, so he swung a red scarf around his neck 
and stepped over the threshold. A brisk breeze rustled the leaves 
of trees that had grown thick trunks in the years since he was born 
here. He waved energetically to his neighbor: his uncharacteristic 

enthusiasm earned him only a queer glance. Corbin did not care. 
Just walking the sidewalks filled him with a profound joy. No one 
loved this town like him. The water pipes beneath were his veins, 
and the power lines above were his nerves. The roads were his own 
palmistry writ large – Main Street was his life line. When the town 
thrived, so did he; and when he hurt, the town hurt with him. So if 
anyone was going to save it, it was him.
 Business at the office ran smoothly that day. Better than it 
ever had before, in fact. Corbin started at the water cooler, chatting 
with his coworkers as on any other day. At first, they eyed with sus-
picious the boisterous manner so unlike him. In time, though, his 
disarming smile, easy laughter, and infectious optimism spread like 
a virus through the office. He did not plot out any of it. Overthink-
ing the individual motions could only trip him up. One did not 
ponder each muscle contraction when they lifted an arm; doing so 
would make fluid motion impossible. So it was with social interac-
tion: like flexing a limb he had never realized he possessed. Soon he 
was running the show, conducting their motions like a maestro. No 
one even stopped to wonder why they were doing as he told them.
 The only thing that threatened their boosted productivity 
was the arrival of the manager, who did wonder, in a more than 
idle manner. Mounting ire curled the bald man’s fists and eyebrows 
alike as he began delivering a less-than-pleased lecture – one that 
never finished, because within seconds he was on the defensive. 
Corbin’s counteroffensive started with the most sincere-sounding 
confession possible, that he had indeed overstepped his authority. 
It swiftly shifted to a rapid stream of “suggestions” on how to run 
the office better, ones that subtly questioned the boss’s competence 
without making direct attacks, and off-handedly implied a certain, 
shall we say, eccentricity in the money flow he had noticed in his 
duties as an accountant. Fat drops of sweat rolled down the manag-
er’s shiny head, and Corbin, who stood no taller than him, seemed 
to tower. There was an enormous power in no longer caring in the 
slightest about your future employment. The infraction would be 
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overlooked.
 Afterward, the man in the cubicle next to his mentioned 
in amazement that he and the others had all thought Corbin had 
gotten a promotion, with all the orders he had been giving. “I did,” 
he replied.
 Corbin left work early that day. His swaggering stroll down 
the sidewalk showed no hurry, despite the deliberate mission he 
was on. He stepped inside the nearest political party headquarters 
– not the party he supported, just the one with the closest building 
from his workplace. It hardly mattered, these people were as much 
tools as the butterknife.
 They put up more of a fight than his coworkers, but the 
sheer manic pressure in his speech wore them down until he got 
the meek agreement he was looking for. Once such preliminary 
concerns were settled, he got down to explaining how to keep the 
landfill out. It was a layered scheme, utilizing every resource they 
had available and every form of media a voter might conceivably 
consume. Hardly something that a man with no political experi-
ence could have come up with – yet here it was.
 See, what Corbin had learned, although he did not ex-
plain it to them, was that people know there is no romance in the 
world. Whatever pretensions they might have, only the insane bet 
on miracles, or expect justice to always prevail. The trials, losses, 
and outright dullness of their own lives have taught them that the 
universe is a random, senseless place, where bad things happen to 
good people for no reason whatsoever, and years of work can go up 
in flames in an instant by the thoughtless whim of the cosmos. They 
know there is no romance: but they desperately want to believe there 
is. If this was not so, why do they gasp at movie theaters, and bow 
their heads in temples? The craft of the storyteller holds them all in 
sway because it lets them believe, if only for a minute. People know 
there are many things they do not understand, and this grim reality 
fills them with dread; a true king makes them believe that their lack 
of knowledge is merely the mystery inherent to a grand adventure, 

one the he and them share together.
 With that insight, the human brain uncoiled itself for 
Corbin to consider. When he walked out of the political office that 
evening, no indecision burdened him. That was what he had done 
wrong before: allowed people to think they had a choice. No matter 
how solid the facts he presented were, only the fraction of the pop-
ulace who actually thought for themselves would be swayed. People 
did not care about data – they wanted confidence! Hand someone 
a statistic, and they will think you are cherry-picking; hand some-
one a pronouncement from on high, and they will follow you to 
the ends of the Earth. Part of making people believe your hype was 
believing it yourself: certainty had to burn behind your eyes and 
crackle through your hair. 
 Of course, with that kind of barely restrained energy puls-
ing inside, he could hardly sleep that night, but three hours was 
enough. He got to work before the Sun was up, refining his plan. He 
could not rely on face-to-face encounters to convince each person 
individually, as much as he would have the advantage in that arena. 
He would have to learn the fine art of propaganda. If his tongue 
was a sword, his pen was a bow – with it, he could fell enemies at a 
distance. Each sunrise afterward added to his mounting sleep debt, 
but he felt just as lively as he had the first day. He would sleep when 
everyone knew his name.
 His story was a simple one, not so different from that of 
the Bronze-age monarch. It boiled down the bitter pill of public 
policy into a sweet syrup a child could swallow. Nuance did not 
make the cut: what the people wanted, and what the people got, 
was a straightforward narrative, with a good guy and a bad guy. The 
landfill was not just an unsound proposition, it was a threat to the 
town’s very way of life, perpetrated by shadowy forces. They could 
be defeated once and for all, but it would take everyone’s help – you 
were with either a patriot who stood with the town or a traitor 
scheming to undermine it. No third option.
 It was not unintentional that he became the face of the an-
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ti-landfill movement, which washed over the town in an inexorable 
flood. Within a week, he was giving speeches decrying the lead-
ership of the county, and of the town that had let itself be walked 
over. Within a month, a vocal minority of the townspeople were 
clamoring for their rising star to run for mayor.
 Within two months, he was. The elections would be held 
soon, and Corbin was ahead in the polls. As he strode through the 
streets to waves and whistles from supporters, he felt he was made 
of gold-plated tool steel. Nothing and no one could stop him. The 
tale he wove was too grand for those who heard it not to be swept 
up in fervent hope that it might be true.
 Following the expected landslide, Corbin finally slept. Ev-
eryone now knew his name – at least, everyone within the sphere 
he cared about, so far. Now properly rested, he could survey his 
new domain with fresh eyes. Small as it might be, it was the town 
he grew up in – no better home base possible. This was his land, 
and more than that, these were his people. They were extensions 
of his body. Upon sending off an attendant to fetch him a scotch, 
he knew now why a king took care of his subjects. They are each a 
part of him – hands and feet and eyes and ears and mouth. Asking 
one for a drink is no different than reaching out for it himself. And 
he would be a fool not to take care of every part of his body. Those 
who abused their power were like reckless revelers, destroying 
themselves for fleeting pleasure.
 Corbin was a king now. Of a modern variation, and a lim-
ited one at that, but a ruler nonetheless. Instead of a purple robe 
and scepter, he had a black suit and cell phone; but the theory was 
the same. Certainly, we had fancy ways of limiting the jurisdiction 
of our nobility in the enlightened modern era, but hierarchy came 
down to the same facts now as it had millennia ago. “Authority” is 
something that comes out of the barrel of a gun.
 So the King laughed, with abandon. He laughed as though 
he was by himself, even though his secretary was still with him; 
she gave only a slight smile and a shake of the head. This was not 

unusual behavior for him, and his supporters wrote it off as part of 
his charm. If only she knew at what he laughed.
 Freedom. That word used so many times that it was worn 
to tatters. It was just so funny to him. So much blood and tears had 
been spilt since time immemorial in the name of freedom, and yet 
how many could truly say they had it? Freedom is a fire breathing 
Moloch that consumes our children and in return promises only to 
spare the ones that remain. 
 Of course, people desire freedom, the right to forge their 
own destinies. A man or woman living today is the scion of an 
unbroken line of creatures that lived – we are the sons and daugh-
ters of the winners, not those who laid down and died. Yet at the 
same time, humans are a domesticated species. When one speaks 
of something like a dog, we call it “domesticated” compared to a 
“wild” wolf because it is submissive enough to its masters that it 
can fit into human society. What fits better into human society than 
a human? What species takes more orders from humanity than 
humanity itself? A human who fights the system is put down like a 
dog – and so those who give in live long enough to pass their sub-
mission on to further generations. Thusly, mankind tames itself.
 Someone had to take care of such tame creatures. Why not 
him? There were so many leaders in the world who abused their 
subjects for their own gain. The King, though, he cared for people. 
He knew how they thought, because he was one. So why stop at a 
small town? Why not expand his dominion, increase the number 
of people he could throw his scrupulous aegis over? He would rule 
with a velvet glove, and protect with an iron gauntlet. He rapped his 
fingers on the mahogany desk. If he tried, it was possible. Anything 
was.
 So he expanded his aims to the rest of the state – at least, 
that was his first goal. The first phase of the campaign was writing a 
book; essentially a self-help book, in which he espoused his philos-
ophy on life, family, country, and the world in general. It packaged 
age-old wisdom in contemporary language, along with honeyed, 
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meaningless motivational passages: candy for the soul. Noble truths 
together with nobles lies. He insisted on writing himself despite a 
lack prior experience with such things; a ghostwriter could never 
convey his trademark force of personality. To no surprise on his 
part, it quickly rose to best-seller status.
 While on his second book-signing tour, a panoply of fans 
came and went, but one in particular stood out. Most people would 
have missed him amongst the throng of chattering readers, but 
the King’s eyes read body language like written text. The way that 
man’s reflective-lensed gaze darted around like one pursued and the 
odd manner in which he clutched his leather jacket lit up alarms 
throughout the King’s brain. He shot to his feet, hastily waving over 
one of the guards flanking the signing table – too late. The man in 
mirrorshades ripped a small semiautomatic from his jacket, as-
sumed an isosceles stance, and pulled the trigger within a second.
 On the same day, a freak gas explosion shook the King’s 
home town, although he was not there to see it.
 A man could not rise to such a lofty position without 
making enemies. Especially if one grew too fast and too recklessly – 
cancers in the body politic are cut out. The sword of Damocles had 
fallen, and in his hubris, he had never seen it coming.
 Rising to his feet at the last second saved him. The bullet 
meant for his chest struck his thigh instead, shattering the side of 
his pelvis rather than bursting the valves of his heart. Regardless, 
the dolorous stroke that caused his blood to flow onto the ground 
stole with it the wounded King’s determination. He might yet live, 
but the flames that once drove the tireless engine of his soul had 
gone out. Injury had shattered his own illusion that nothing could 
harm him, that nothing could stand in his way. 
 The book tours stopped. At first, the movement held its 
collective breath until its head left the hospital, but what emerged 
was a shell of their fearless general. His stuttering attempts at aping 
the fierce rhetoric that so recently had flowed from his mouth in a 
torrent if he did not do all he could to keep it shut failed so anti-cli-

mactically that some wondered if the same person stood before 
them. He looked so small now, like a timid, aging small-town ac-
countant thrust onto a broad, bright stage for the entire country to 
gawk at.
 Without a blazing star giving it nourishing rays, the flour-
ishing movement withered. Umber leaves curled at their edges 
and dry branches snapped off to the ground. Book sales dropped 
precipitously, and offices so recently occupied by devoted followers 
went up for rent. Eventually, the 
maimed King gave up on dreams of conquest, and quietly retired to 
his home town.
 His old job had long since disappeared, but it hardly mat-
tered. His fifteen weeks of fame had gathered enough money to pass 
the rest of his days in idleness with. So he bought a rod and some 
bait, and limped down to the old creek he had swum in so many 
times as a boy. With some pain, he managed to sit down at the 
base of the hoary oak overhanging the water, generously providing 
shade and support for his weary back. He baited the hook, cast his 
line out among the shining ripples of the stream, and drifted into a 
thoughtful reverie in the drowsy hours waiting for a bite.
 Had he been wrong? Had he missed some crucial element 
in his fevered imaginings of dominion? Perhaps his fall was merely 
the result of an underhanded attack, a testament to the cunning of 
his enemies rather than his own failure. That self-serving interpre-
tation did not sit right with him, though. He was hardly the first 
king to suffer an assassination attempt, but even those that suc-
cumbed did not always leave behind a demesne that crumbled to 
dust within weeks.
 Maybe that was the error in his thinking. He hinged every 
aspect of his organization on himself; and when he could no longer 
support it, it fell instantly. Structures eschewing monarchs had their 
own collection of countless flaws, but a hundred-headed hydra 
could survive countless decapitations. He had crippled his subjects 
with half-truths meant to protect them; but without his continued 
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guidance, those same simplistic ways of looking at the world stunt-
ed their ability to interact with it. He had tried to be the oak his 
subjects leaned against – was that mistaken?
 A pull on his fishing line interrupted this line of thought. 
He drew it up as fast as he could, but whatever had taken a bite was 
already gone. He was still not sure what he had done wrong. He 
may well have been perfectly correct in his insights, but neglected 
to give the logistical, administrative strategy an empire needed, so 
brutally focused as he was on pure charisma. Still not sure. With a 
sigh, he cast out into the river again.
 With their only obstacle out of the way, the county resumed 
its original plan to place a landfill on the outskirts of town. Corbin 
(just Corbin, now) watched, taciturn, fishing as his realm turned to 
a wasteland. Perhaps his salvation lay less in devising an answer, but 
in asking the right question.

Snare

Delila Smiley

(Literocalypse)

The smell of death is unmistakeable. Like it somehow embodies 
grief, but still has an air of sweetness. 
Like period blood, so full and pungent. 

It rids us of our excess, and today I found a fur coat left of a rabbit. 

It had a moist head and its body was flat, with all bones and meat 
missing. 

Like a bear rug in my backyard, the head jammed in a fence. 

The panic of being trapped and eaten alive. 

I’ve heard that rabbits scream in death, though they live their whole 
lives silent - only grunting when distressed. 

Something inside me has changed because this time when death 
arrived, I grabbed my shovel, dug a whole, and knocked its wedged 
head out of the fence. I did not cry.

This is the life that’s no longer yours. 

I put it in the hole and marveled at the beetles that housed under 
the rug and covered it with sand. 

The flies cannot touch you anymore. 
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Green Crayon

Claire Robin Thorne

(Literocalypse)

A green Crayola crayon, over two decades old. In 1988 it is pur-
chased from a local Montana grocery, along with other back-
to-school supplies, for a 7 year old girl. The girl’s favorite colors 
change a few times that year—from dandelion to white to scarlet 
to indigo—but never to green. This fact combined with her early 
disinterest in realism miraculously save the green crayon from use 
in school, leaving adults to dismay at drawings with light orange 
grasses and red clouds. In 1990, the green sees its first use as it 
joins a rainbow of colored height lines on the hallway wall, mea-
suring her annual growth against her older brother and, in a hokey 
attempt at humor, her two parents (whose height marks are thick 
smears of colors all bunched together). In 1993, during the girl’s 
first move, she fishes the 24 pack of crayons out of her desk drawer 
and gives them to her mom to throw away. By then 12 years old, the 
girl proclaims that she is getting too old for coloring. On impulse 
the mother instead packs them into a box of other unwanteds and 
labels it “Misc.” 

In Summer 1996, after a brutal break-up with her best-friend-
turned-romance, the girl finds herself in their ever-filling basement 
going through old memories. There she rediscovers the box of 24 
and is struck by how untouched the green crayon seems. She is 
back with him a week later against the over-the-phone advice of 
her now long distance brother. The box of crayons is thrown away 
without ceremony, but the green is kept as a memento in an empty 
eyeglass case the girl snatches from a pile of her mother’s things 
that have lately been accruing in the spare room.  
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It is with the girl always after this. It is with her a year later when 
she runs away for three days after calling her mother a crazy bitch; 
vivid days that are all adventure and no terror. It is there in 1998 for 
her father’s funeral which her mother cannot bear to attend, and 
then later that same year when the girl goes skydiving for the first 
time—gripped so tightly in her palm that she can hardly believe it 
doesn’t break on the way down. It is there as she moves away from 
home when she uses it to sign the apartment lease and is immedi-
ately made to resign properly in pen. The night of the millennial 
New Year when she gets too high she locks the door of her room 
and curls up in her bed away from the loud, intoxicated silliness. 
She holds the crayon to her nose and it smells like musty paper; 
she thinks of her mother, all alone now with those piled towers of 
memory and refuse that fill every room. In 2004 the girl signs the 
guestbook for her brother’s wedding in green with the words “some 
things last” and he smiles knowingly when he reads it weeks later 
and thinks of the inexplicably rugged crayon. She holds it gently 
between her thumb and forefinger in 2009, the night after she loses 
her job, wishing she could run away again somehow, even though 
nowhere feels like home these days.  
 
It is there in 2010, the girl now 28, when she meets her ragged 
mother at the bus stop, and moves her mother’s crammed suitcases 
into the spare room of her house just weeks before the first, but not 
unexpected, foreclosure notice arrives in their mailbox. The green 
crayon is, in late 2011, the source of a loud argument as the mother 
impossibly recognizes it and accuses her daughter of theft, recall-
ing in irate half sentences how her daughter had tried to dispose of 
the invaluable box of 24 several times before selfishly pilfering the 
green. Following the fight the daughter hides the crayon in a cor-
ner of her basement where her mother won’t find it. The daughter 
thinks about the crayon often during the ensuing months—hermet-
ically sealed in Tupperware and surrounded by darkness—feeling 
a growing and distressing sense of loss that she knows is silly but 

can’t shake. In 2012 she retrieves it from its hiding spot. She keeps it 
carefully concealed in purses and in palms so that her mother will 
not know it’s around. She negotiates a few close calls—in particular 
the time it rolls from her purse and onto the restaurant table as they 
sit down—that leave her heart pounding with raw fear.  
 
Finally, on a hot afternoon while they are driving in silence the 
mother brings up her son. “Is he still in California?” “He is.” “Mar-
ried still?” “They have a kid.” “How old?” “Seven I think.” “Tell him 
I’m happy for him.” “I will.” And then after another long silence, 
“Don’t tell him.” “What?” “I think he’d rather not know.” “You 
sure?” “I am.” When they park, the girl pulls the crayon from her 
purse into open view. She admires the notches her nails have made 
in the wax, the slight lopside of the cone tip, and that singular 
liquid stain just above the word green. “Figured you should have it 
back,” the daughter says, offering the crayon. The mother takes it 
with an unexpected hesitance. She stares intently at the crayon, her 
face sagging in unspoken frustrations. Her eyes drift off, her mind 
elsewhere. Then the moment passes and she flashes an embarrassed 
smile her daughter’s way; a minute later the crayon slips from the 
mother’s hand as they make the trek across the parking lot.
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Fury

Amanda Vocks

(Welcome to Anxiety: Population 20 Million - Part 2)

There’s this fury inside me. There’s this little tiny but hugely power-
ful entity inside my head. It whispers to me and yells at me. Some-
times it stops me from doing the things I want to do. Sometimes it 
shakes me like a can of paint being mixed. Sometimes it cramps my 
muscles making my face twitch and my hands squeeze closed or 
stop working all together and no matter how hard I try I just can’t 
get them to move. Sometimes it makes my heart race like I’m in the 
middle of a 5K run. Sometimes it tricks my lungs into constricting 
causing me to hyperventilate and cry and scream because I don’t 
know what’s happening because even though I’ve experienced this 
before it feels different and terrifying and I’m afraid I’m going to 
die. My chest hurts and tightens. My eyes cannot stop draining 
down my face-down my neck-onto my clothing. My mind won’t let 
me forget every horrible, painful, sad moment I’ve ever felt because 
the little tiny but hugely powerful entity inside me says I have to 
be tortured. It says I have to keep feeling this pain, this loneliness, 
this desperation that comes along with being on the edge of a big 
black hole that threatens to suck me in and swallow me whole and 
there’s nothing I can do about it because it says I’m weak. It says 
I’m not allowed to be happy. It says no one likes me and that I don’t 
even like myself. It says I have to keep thinking the same thoughts 
on repeat over and over and over and over and over and over again 
until I feel as though my mind is going to explode-that I will ex-
plode-that everything I ever knew is wrong-that all the hope and 
potential happiness is gone-that I will never feel better because I 
don’t deserve to because my mother died. It says I have too many 
walls and guards for anyone to ever truly see me and the ones I 
have let in have only hurt me-they will only ever hurt me-they will 

never get me-never know me-never want me-never love me- never 
accept me because I have OCD and anxiety-because I am defective 
and damaged. This little tiny but hugely powerful entity inside me 
will never go away. It says it’s actually part of me-it’s actually who 
I am and I will never be any different. It says no matter how many 
years we’ve been in this unhealthy relationship we can’t break up-I 
am it’s host-I need it as much as it needs me, maybe even more 
because who will I be without it? It says without it I can’t write or 
create. It says without it I can’t express myself because there will 
be nothing valuable to say. It says without it I will be completely, 
totally alone. It says without it I will actually have to live my life. I 
will have to see the truth that death happens. I will have to admit I 
have no control. It says without it I will have to find a reason-a pas-
sion-a calling. It says without it I will be naked and the freckles and 
birthmarks, the lines and curves, the untouched and touched parts 
of me will be hideous to others-no one will want to see what’s left of 
me when that little tiny but hugely powerful entity is removed from 
me. It says it will never truly be removed from me. It says it will 
always be a part of me. And I know its right. It will always be a part 
of me but what I’m learning is that it doesn’t have to be all of me. 
What I’m learning is that I can quiet it, I can control it, I can fight 
it. I can start to see myself through it-despite it-without it. I can feel 
myself breaking free. I just have to be strong enough and remember 
that I am strong enough.
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