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Dedicated to 

those moments 

where your 

friends are 

being so cool 

and funny and 

prolific, you 

think, “we 

should start a 

podcast”. 



theRe’s a paRt of me that’s much wiseR than my conscious 

self. she chose the theme, “fiRsts.”

i sit at the coffee shop and soRt the submissions in awe. 

i am honoRed to play a paRt in publishing these pieces.

one email submission Reads, “deaR mysteRious team behind 

fRuitslice...”

afteR Reading this, i am stRuck with the most aggRessive 

case of imposteR syndRome. it occuRs to me i have yet to 

shaRe anything about myself oR my team. we have plans 

to intRoduce ouRselves one at a time on social media, but i 

cancel them immediately!

the naRRative i staRt to build goes something like this: if 
these wRiteRs knew i had no fucking idea what i am doing, 

they would not have submitted theiR woRk to me. i am not 

up foR the task and i cannot be tRusted. 

luckily, this naRRative was impossible to feed while Reading 

the beautiful woRks in the issue—each wRiteR Reminds me 

how magical and messy it is to tRy something foR the fiRst 

time.

i Repeat the titles like mantRas and let the theme guide me.

because i am a beginneR.

thank god. 

i want to extend the deepest gRatitude to those who 

stumbled upon the call foR submissions, embRaced it, and 

placed theiR faith in us.

- chloe oloRen

deaR mysteRious team behind 

 i am stRuck with the most aggRessive 

case of imposteR syndRome. it occuRs to me i have yet to 

stumbled upon the call foR submissions

placed theiR faith in us.

i Repeat the titles like mantRas and let the theme guide me.

i want to extend the deepest gRatitude to those who 

 embRaced it, and 

A Letter from the Editor



Welcome to the messy world of firsts. 

At Fruitslice, we invite you to embrace 

the unknown, cultivate a beginner’s 
mind, and fight against perfectionism. 

Fruitslice is a community journal full of slices: literary, 
lifestyle, magazine, social commentary, collaboration, 
and an intimate peek at the lives of the fruity.

Go ahead! Take a bite :)

This publication was created as a way to document and 

archive all things Queer joy, Queer love, Queer expression, 
and Queer art. Within these pages you’ll find work from 

over 50 Queer contributors from all over the world. 

Fruitslice is a celebration of:

Being gay

Having fun

Loving your friends

Believing in yourself

Writing it all down

Taking up space

Fruitslice is a backlash against:
Assholes

Stupidheads

Homophobes

George Santos

The haters



Ais Russell
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Genesis
things i did Remain things only 

when woRds gRew out abRuptly 

language became the neighboR

we built a pool and a gaRden

a moweR chipped in foR wages

some winds also heaved us 

and the blood pumped inside 

Rains multiplied cuRiosity  

sky added us we subtRacted

silence theRe came a moment

souls took biRth accidentally 

undeR skins we stoRed limbs 

made love the last shipment 

we Received afteR imagination

i cannot say anything about time.

An Editor’s Advice
let me come close to a poem

on a page, a company of

white woRds (a woman faking 

love scene to a cameRa and

too many Retakes) the poweR

of Repetition is youR pRivilege 

should also paRe down silence 

let’s not use Quotes inside 

we aRe all seRving a puRpose

to the language afteR it exploded 

on ouR palate; eveR afteR soiRees 

of soul at haunts, beeches, beds

love needs moRe than limbs, and

don’t take this to youR heaRt,

a manuscRipt neatly tied

comes up with heaRtbReaks 

some insinuations.

Rizwan Ahktar
Rizwan Ahktar
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the fiRst time i had a conveRsation in italian,
i thought i was going cRazy. 

woRds spilled fRom my mouth like a hot spRing,
seeping up fRom my coRe. 

i didn’t Really know what i was saying,
i just knew 

i was being honest. 

it was sound, and secRet, and meaning beyond definition.

it was teRRifying, and exciting, and seemed a miRacle. 

theRe was no thought, no pRe-planning,
just feelings,
some basic tRuth bubbling out of me.

and when the man smiled,
and nodded,
and spoke,
i didn’t undeRstand it. 

i couldn’t have tRanslated woRd foR woRd. 

but i got it. 

it made sense,
some psychic message impoRted into me 

knowledge wateRing a gaRden

that befoRe had only been dust. 

i love italian. i’m betteR at it now. 

but i still chase that fiRst conveRsation,
sipping at gReek and gulping down mandaRin,
excited foR that moment 

when language seems to dissolve,
and magic aRRives. 

the fiRst time i had a conveRsation in italian

i thought i was going cRazy. 

Tesoro
Holly Payne-Strange
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Hi I’m Ais, I’m an 
addict and an alcoholic.
two and a half yeaRs ago, it was spRing 

bReak and i’d begun to Realize that i 

had absolutely no contRol oveR cocaine. 

i gRew up in la and i went to a little 

college in the middle of nowheRe. i chose 

it pRecisely because it was little and in 

the middle of nowheRe, which i thought 

would make it haRd to get dRugs and 

would keep me out of tRouble. it didn’t. i 
undeREstimated myself—i had a dealeR in a 

week. but my coke dealeR was haRd to get 

a hold of and my stash neveR lasted as 

long as i pRomised myself i would make it 

last—so i tuRned to alcohol and whateveR 

otheR dRugs i could get my hands on. 

it’s spRing bReak and i’m visiting home. 

being in la meant unfetteRed access to all 

the cocaine i could want, and i wanted 

so much. it should have occuRRed to me 

a long time ago that i had no contRol, 
but i’d neveR wanted to stop so i neveR 

Realized i couldn’t. but it had been yeaRs 

since dRugs had taken me hostage and my 

nose was always bleeding and my heaRt 

was always Racing and i was so veRy 

tiRed. by no means did i want to stop foR 

good, i just wanted to do less... oR stop 

afteR a ceRtain houR of the day... oR take 

a little bReak. tuRns out... i couldn’t! i 
was scaRed. i felt poweRless. the whole 

point of coke was it was supposed to make 

me feel poweRful!!

an old fRiend fRom high school 

unexpectedly Reached out, and we made 

a plan to go to dinneR. he had Recently 

gotten sobeR. he told me about aa and 

i found myself asking a lot of Questions. 

i didn’t know why i was asking so many 

Questions. you’d think that Realizing i 

couldn’t stop doing coke would mean 

Realizing i was an addict,



but the thought had neveR occuRRed to 

me. he staRted asking me Questions about 

my dRug use. i tRied to laugh it off like 

i always did. he didn’t laugh with me. 

instead he told me i was going to die. that 

ceRtainly wasn’t the fiRst time i’d heaRd 

that, but it had neveR scaRed me. i wasn’t 

scaRed when doctoRs weRe lectuRing me 

afteR i awoke fRom oveRdosing on some 

“mysteRy pills” my dealeR gave me as a 

gift. i wasn’t scaRed when fRiends cut 

me off because they couldn’t watch me 

slowly kill myself. i wasn’t scaRed when 

i was getting called into the dean’s 
office foR “community conceRns about 

my alleged substance misuse.” foR some 

Reason, this time, i was scaRed. i knew he 

was Right. 

i agReed to go to a heRoin anonymous 

meeting with him. i don’t know why i 

went. i was still ceRtain that i didn’t 

belong theRe. i was suRe that my inability 

to stop doing dRugs was veRy diffeRent 

fRom anyone else’s inability to stop doing 

dRugs. yet something was dRawing me 

to that meeting. maybe it was cuRiosity. 

maybe it was the desiRe to confiRm that 

i was in fact diffeRent. maybe it was god. 

a few days lateR i showed up to the 

paRk and stood at a distance watching 

the people smoking and laughing outside 

of the Rec Room. theRe weRe so many 

of them and they weRe all so diffeRent. 

what i knew about the 12 step pRogRams 

came fRom bRief RefeRences i saw in 

movies, and i had expected a gRoup of sad 

old men who would sit in a ciRcle in a 

chuRch basement, Reminiscing on the gloRy 

days. but eveRyone looked so cool and 

they looked happy too. it scaRed me. if i 

hadn’t been a little dRunk, i would have 

tuRned aRound and left. it hadn’t even 

occuRRed to me that maybe i shouldn’t 

dRink befoRe a meeting—i was suRe it was 

sufficient that i wasn’t on heRoin. 



i found my fRiend, we sat down, and the 

meeting began. the speakeR was an oldeR 

man who lived a life veRy diffeRent fRom 

mine, but somehow it was like he was 

telling my stoRy. he talked about his 

Resting state being Restless, iRRitable, 
and discontent. he talked about how 

when he used dRugs foR the fiRst time, he 

had figuRed out the secRet to toleRating 

life. he talked about how dRugs 

eventually stopped making life toleRable 

and Relieving him of himself, but then he 

couldn’t stop. how by that point, he used 

dRugs because he had hated himself and 

he hated himself because of how he used 

dRugs. he undeRstood me. i watched the 

Room nodding at what he was saying and 

i Realized they all undeRstood me. by the 

end of the speakeR’s stoRy, i had cRied off 

half the Rhinestones i had glued aRound 

my eyes, and i knew now that i had what 

these people had, and i felt something 

that i hadn’t felt in a veRy long time: i 
felt hope. 

the speakeR began to call on people to 

shaRe and when i looked up i saw my 

hand in the aiR. i didn’t know how it had 

gotten theRe and it wasn’t coming down—
as haRd as i willed it to. he called on 

me and i sat still, gRipping my seat foR 

a moment befoRe walking to the fRont 

of the Room and behind the podium. i 

stood theRe foR a whole minute, willing 

woRds to come out, but all that came out 

weRe sobs. fifty faces staRed at me with 

complete undeRstanding. they staRted to 

clap as i stood theRe sobbing. 

i finally spoke. “i need to say this now 

befoRe i talk myself out of it.” i said in 

a shaky voice. “i think i’m an addict.” i 
looked at the posteR outlining the steps 

and said, “i am poweRless oveR coke and 

my life is so unmanageable and i’m going 

to tRy to stop... i pRomise i’ll tRy.”

i found my fRiend, we sat down, and the 

meeting began. the speakeR was an oldeR 

man who lived a life veRy diffeRent fRom 

mine, but somehow it was like he was 

telling my stoRy. he talked about his 

Resting state being Restless, iRRitable, 
and discontent. he talked about how 

when he used dRugs foR the fiRst time, he 

had figuRed out the secRet to toleRating 

life. he talked about how dRugs 

eventually stopped making life toleRable 

and Relieving him of himself, but then he 

couldn’t stop. how by that point, he used 

dRugs because he had hated himself and 

he hated himself because of how he used 

dRugs. he undeRstood me. i watched the 

Room nodding at what he was saying and 

i Realized they all undeRstood me. by the 

hand in the aiR. i didn t know how it had 

gotten theRe and it wasn’t coming down—
as haRd as i willed it to. he called on 

me and i sat still, gRipping my seat foR 

a moment befoRe walking to the fRont 

of the Room and behind the podium. i 

stood theRe foR a whole minute, willing 

woRds to come out, but all that came out 

weRe sobs. fifty faces staRed at me with 

complete undeRstanding. they staRted to 

clap as i stood theRe sobbing. 

i finally spoke. “i need to say this now 

befoRe i talk myself out of it.” i said in 

a shaky voice. “i think i’m an addict.” i 
looked at the posteR outlining the steps 

and said, “i am poweRless oveR coke and 

my life is so unmanageable and i’m going 

to tRy to stop... i pRomise i’ll tRy.”



afteRwaRds people swaRmed me in the 

paRking lot. they hugged me and gave me 

theiR phone numbeRs and told me to call. 

they said all soRts of ominous things 

like “you can’t get sobeR but we can.” i 
thought they weRe insane, but i nodded 

like that made peRfect sense to me. they 

told me that i was inspiRational and 

bRave and that they believed in me. i did 

not believe in me and i don’t think anyone 

who knew me did eitheR so it felt good 

to heaR that somebody did, even if it was 

a bunch of seemingly insane people. they 

told me to keep coming back. i lied and 

told them i would, but i was pRetty suRe 

i could figuRe this thing out on my own 

without going thRough the psychological 

toRtuRe of apologizing to people and 

telling someone all my secRets. 

I’d love to tell you that i neveR used 

again, but i did. many times. in fact, i 

used that night. as i was dumping the 

Rest of my stash down the toilet, i got 

a little bit on the toilet seat and i am 

embaRRassed to infoRm you that the next 

thing i knew, i was snoRting it. that’s 
faR fRom the most disgusting thing i’ve 

done in my addiction. cocaine addiction is 

Really not as glamoRous as lana del Rey 

had led my tweenaged self to imagine.

what i can tell you is i kept my pRomise. 

afteR that night, i neveR stopped tRying 

my best, even when my best wasn’t enough 

to keep me sobeR. what i can tell you is 

that afteR that night, dRugs stopped 

woRking. the delusion was shatteRed. 

eveRy time i Relapsed i knew exactly what 

i was doing and all i could think about 

weRe all the faces of those people who 

believed in me. as soon as i got high i 

wished that i wasn’t. 

afteRwaRds people swaRmed me in the 

paRking lot. they hugged me and gave me 

theiR phone numbeRs and told me to call. 

they said all soRts of ominous things 

like “you can’t get sobeR but we can.” i 
thought they weRe insane, but i nodded 

like that made peRfect sense to me. they 

told me that i was inspiRational and 

bRave and that they believed in me. i did 

not believe in me and i don’t think anyone 

who knew me did eitheR so it felt good 

to heaR that somebody did, even if it was 

a bunch of seemingly insane people. they 

told me to keep coming back. i lied and 

told them i would, but i was pRetty suRe 

i could figuRe this thing out on my own 

thing i knew, i was snoRting it. that’s 
faR fRom the most disgusting thing i’ve 

done in my addiction. cocaine addiction is 

Really not as glamoRous as lana del Rey 

had led my tweenaged self to imagine.

what i can tell you is i kept my pRomise. 

afteR that night, i neveR stopped tRying 

my best, even when my best wasn’t enough 

to keep me sobeR. what i can tell you is 

that afteR that night, dRugs stopped 

woRking. the delusion was shatteRed. 

eveRy time i Relapsed i knew exactly what 

i was doing and all i could think about 

weRe all the faces of those people who 

believed in me. as soon as i got high i 

wished that i wasn’t. 



eventually i got sobeR. i’d love to tell you 

that as soon as i did, it was happily eveR 

afteR. i feel like that’s what i’m supposed 

to say, but it’s not tRue. it wasn’t until i 

stopped doing dRugs that i Realized exactly 

why i staRted doing them in the fiRst place. 

that’s the thing about addiction, the dRugs 

aRen’t the pRoblem. the dRugs aRe the way 

that you aRe attempting to cope with the 

pRoblem. 

the pRoblem was that i neveR gRew up. 

undeRneath it all, i was still a 10-yeaR-old 

giRl, teRRified of eveRything and eveRyone. 

the pRoblem was that so many people have 

had sex with my body while i was too dRunk 

to notice, and i Remained too high to notice 

that it had tRaumatized me. the pRoblem was 

i had neveR felt like i belonged anywheRe, 
and i felt like if i didn’t put on a show 

to mask my tRue self, nobody would eveR 

accept me, much less love me. the pRoblem 

was that when i looked at what life had to 

offeR, it didn’t feel like enough to make it 

all woRth the tRouble. 

the pRoblem was that while eveRyone else 

was leaRning to Regulate theiR emotions 

and inteRact with otheR people and leaRn 

who they aRe, i was getting high. suddenly i 

was 20 yeaRs old but i was also kind of 15. 

the pRoblem was that all i could eveR think 

about was my fucking self! my pRoblems and 

my Resentments and my self pity and what 

eveRyone thought of me and what i wanted 

and what i wasn’t getting and how unfaiR 

it all was. the only way i knew how to stop 

thinking about myself was to get so dRunk 

oR high that i couldn’t think at all. 

i came into aa thinking they would pity me 

and coddle me and nuRse me back to health 

like the helpless little baby that i thought 

i was. they did not. i RemembeR calling my 

sponsoR when i had about 3 weeks sobeR the 

fiRst time aRound and whining to heR about 

all my pRoblems.



i asked heR what to do and she told 

me that to feel betteR i’d have to stop 

talking about my pRoblems. she suggested 

i call someone and help them with theiR 

pRoblems. i told heR i couldn’t possibly 

be helpful to anybody, i was only 3 weeks 

sobeR! she said “then call someone with 2 

weeks sobeR, you know moRe than them.” 
i thought that was the Rudest thing i’d 

eveR heaRd. but i did it. as always, she 

was Right—it did make me feel betteR. 

it took a while foR me to be humble 

enough to just follow all of aa’s simple 

instRuctions, but afteR a few Relapses i 

was sufficiently humbled and willing. 

now it’s been a yeaR, and eveRything they 

pRomised me is coming tRue. i am living a 

life beyond my wildest dReams. 

i go to a meeting almost eveRy day now 

and i intRoduce myself as an addict and an 

alcoholic again and again, and i believe 

that so long as i don’t foRget what it 

was like to say it that fiRst time, i’ll 
have 1 yeaR sobeR on decembeR 19th. 

thank you foR letting me shaRe. 

Art by audrey athena
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A Study in Being Different People: 

you bleed i bleed 

a love letter to theater by Sophie Hall

								      
	

Actor one enters 
They pull out a prop knife. They begin to chop something. carrots?
They’re cutting fast. Angry.
The knife slips 

The character bleeds.

Cuts. 
deep.

ACTOR ONE:

It’s not just physical. emotional but inevitable? When you audition for a character you’re 
similar to, great! You probably have a better chance at getting it! You’re authentic, 
you’re fresh. Casting directors LOVE that shit. But suddenly that character experiences 
something you’ve experienced. It cuts 
deep. 
You break you fall into it you’re bleeding 
internally. 
Bleeding? 
Eternally
It doesn’t go away after the show run it
Influences. 

Is this your first time? You’ll always remember your first time. You’re fresh. Casting 
directors love that 
shit.

Actor two enters.

18



ACTOR TWO:

The way I feel about my art is similar to the way I feel about my 
Identity?
fluid. 
or trapped into 
Just one!

supposed to feel like a woman, or even feel like a man, as if I’m allowed to defy norms as 
long as I 
make up my mind

Trapped 
When I am not either
I’m caught in between
indistinctively. 
As an artist it’s the same!
expected to identify as one thing. 
Can’t make mistakes. Not allowed to try things without them defining who I am or 
becoming commodified. Capitalization is everything. You’re an object, they do what they 
want with you.
I dont know
I’m still new to this?
That’s performance isn’t it? It’s 

Actor three enters. Or really they’ ve always been there?

ACTOR THREE:
Fueled me to find the artist I am. Who i am. Who am i. I am fueled i am gutteral i am

Thriving on discovery, the new and unknown. 

Unknown because I’m just beginning? 

I’m still new to this and yet

I’m defined as an artist by my experiences, 

An upbringing of lack

lack in all the senses 

money, love, agency

what a cliché!

19



yet still making time to make
Create

Thats what acting is isn’t it?

Isn’t it.

ACTOR ONE:

It’s always been my priority to make space to hold 

Space.

My access

my recognition of artistic elitism 

Art is sacred importance

Something you take into your own hands

My hands

You take into your hands yourself and you’re held and you cultivate this life and then 
you’re thrown on stage.

Is it yourself you’re performing? Is it someone else? Are you a performance? Who are 
you?

It’s the fi ght for the art that drives me, that I crave. My fi ght is what makes me

relish in it

ACTOR THREE:

I can’t distinctly pinpoint what I want to create, but through theatre

Through performance

I create I aim to curate a sort of 

energy: 

20



ALL ACTORS:

When you’re a child and play house, gender roles become irrelevant. Paper, string, 
and physical movement become your costume. Dance is language and you can feel 
touch despite being out of reach. Imagination smells the ocean from your bedroom and 
suddenly you can hold the sky.

ACTOR TWO:

Theatre takes the element of play and recreates life in ways to comprehend and to 
complicate. I’ve lived by the idea that theatre exists to comfort the disturbed and disturb 
the comfortable. Play is what transposes this, so you could say plays are aptly named. 

You can play as yourself
maybe its uncomfortable
but theatre is meant to be real. 

Theatre is 

revolutionary 

a distinctly unique medium. 

dance, song, craftsmanship,

an immeasurable amount of tangible art forms are used within one creation 

as well as the most revolutionary: the recreation of life before our  eyes. life. 

But what do i know?

I’m still new to this

i’m 
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“No Canyon Hills!”: From La Tuna to MUNA,
the rallying cry heard ‘round LA

along the noRtheRn fRinge of los angeles, wheRe the city spills 

into the veRunda mountains by way of tujunga and sunland,
Rolling mountains of chapaRRal and oak woodland make a 

moRe-than-suitable habitat foR cReatuRes otheRwise outcast 

fRom much of southeRn califoRnia due to the gRowing spRawl 

of uRban development. in 2003, la city council appRoved the 

constRuction of a 300-acRe luxuRy housing development in this 

aRea called canyon hills. the pRoposed canyon hills pRoject 

would include intense gRading of the land, and many local 

expeRts believe the pRoject would cause significant ecological 

disRuption to the site. the developeRs foR the canyon hills 

pRoject weRe gRanted a peRmit in 2005—good foR 20 yeaRs. thus 

faR, they haven’t staRted constRuction. but foR the developeRs,
time pRessuRe is on. they Recently filed foR a gRading peRmit 

with the la depaRtment of city planning, which would allow 

the developeRs to Reshape the mountains undeR which the 

luxuRy homes will be built. this land is home to seveRal 

endangeRed animal species, including the bumble bee, mountain 

lion, and Red-tailed hawk. theRe’s also a fantastic aRRay of 

plant life, so gReat it has captuRed the inteRest of la-aRea 

botanists and hobbyists, and even led them to oRganize. 

no canyon hills foRmed in eaRly 2023, fiRst stemming fRom 

a botany hobbyist instagRam gRoupchat. when the hobbyists 

caught woRd of the imminent housing development in an 

extRaoRdinaRily ecologically Rich landscape just outside of la,
they spRang to action and came togetheR undeR the monikeR-
slash-Rally-call “no canyon hills.” within the last yeaR, the 

once-unofficial gRoup has gRown into a full-fledged diRect 

action oRganization with a public awaReness campaign making 

waves all aRound los angeles. but how did a gRoup of la-aRea 

botany enthusiasts become political campaigneRs? 

the land thReatened by the canyon hills development is paRt 

of the unceded teRRitoRy and ancestRal homelands of the 

feRnandeno tataviam band of mission indians and the gabRieleno 

(tongva) band of mission indians, who have shown suppoRt 

foR anti-colonial land conseRvation effoRts in this Region foR 

geneRations. oveR the last 20 yeaRs since the canyon hills 

development was fiRst appRoved by la city council, the land 

noRth of la has become an incReasingly impoRtant habitat to 

plant and animal species as the la metRo aRea gRows and 

pushes fuRtheR towaRds the noRtheRn mountains. 

Cam Reid
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this encRoaching of human development onto wild spaces—
known by some as “uRban cReep”—is a big pRoblem foR 

ecosystem health up and down the west coast. and is a majoR 

conceRn foR fiRe mitigation expeRts. the pRoposed canyon 

hills development will offeR million-dollaR homes in a lafd-
classified “veRy high fiRe safety seveRity zone.” these homes 

will be difficult to defend fRom wildfiRes, and will impede 

pReventative wildfiRe mitigation in the aRea. this Region was 

alReady the site of the infamous la tuna fiRes in 2016, impacting 

the lives and livelihoods of thousands of califoRnians. 

in eaRly winteR 2023, community membeRs in tujunga became 

awaRe that the developeRs of the pRoposed canyon hills luxuRy 

community had applied foR gRading peRmits afteR 16 yeaRs of 

inactivity within the canyon hills pRoject. this infoRmation 

found its way by woRd-of-mouth into the botany hobbyist gRoup 

chat populated by la-aRea plant enthusiasts fRom many walks 

of life, including otis school of aRts and design pRofessoR 

emma kemp (she/they), and botanist-by-day, QueeR-aRtist-by-night 

haley hopkins (they/them). along with otheR botanists Ranging 

fRom total expeRt to complete novice, hopkins began oRganizing 

tRips out to the pRoposed canyon hills development site in 

oRdeR to collect ecological data about the aRea, mostly, 
what kinds of plant and animal species could be found. hopkins 

calls these infoRmal tRips “bio blitzes,” and these tRips have 

been a key paRt of the nch pRoject. the bio blitzes have given 

small-time ReseaRcheRs the ability to make big discoveRies, like 

the pResence (and abundance!) of thReatened and endangeRed 

species in the pRoposed canyon hills site. fiRed up by the data 

fRom the bio blitzes and oRganized loosely aRound a passion 

foR local conseRvation, kemp, along with seveRal otheRs,
began woRking in solidaRity with local indigenous communities 

by Reaching out to theiR netwoRks to invite collaboRatoRs 

onto a no canyon hills pRoject. people fRom the design woRld,
as well as local histoRians, cultuRe, and legal expeRts began 

chipping in, and soon, no canyon hills was foRmed in eaRnest 

as a not-foR-pRofit pRoject and community coalition suppoRting 

the ecological vitality of the veRdugo mountains, and the anti-
colonial land conseRvation pRojects staRted in local indigenous 

communities. 

the fiRst official community inteRest meeting held by nch was 

held in tujunga in spRing 2023, in a small neighboRhood chuRch. 

kemp Recalls that the chuRch was once used as a secRet meetup 

location foR lesbian social gRoups, and has only a small 

Religious congRegation but a Robust community netwoRk.
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kemp calls the event a “visioning night,” and says that the idea 

of coming togetheR to envision a futuRe of positive change that 

communities membeRs aRe diRectly involved in, an event whose 

agenda is set aRound imagining a hopeful futuRe, was familiaR 

to some of heR collaboRatoRs—namely, the QueeR aRtists who 

weRe on boaRd fRom the jump. but foR otheR soRts of thinkeRs—
like RecReationalists, politicians, and legal expeRts who also 

became involved in nch eaRly on, the idea of a “visioning night”
was an unfamiliaR concept that left many wondeRing what to 

expect. the event put the building at capacity, with oveR 200 

attendees both in-peRson and on zoom. it was a huge happening,
and only a couple of months afteR a cuRiosity about the canyon 

hills site was floated in the botany hobbyist ig chat. fRom 

theRe, the netwoRk expanded even moRe wildly, and now, nch 

hosts a laRge swath of independent ReseaRch suppoRting the 

Re-evaluation of the canyon hills building peRmits, as well as 

a gRassRoots media and political campaign that has taken the 

la aRea by stoRm. you might Recognize theiR community-cReated 

posteR seRies, oR have spotted some of theiR meRch at local 

conceRts and community events. fRuitslice’s editoR-in-chief chloe 

oloRen met nch people fiRst at the la county book faiR, and 

then again at a muna conceRt. maybe you’ll see them aRound 

somewheRe soon?

can’t wait to get involved with nch? visit theiR website 

(nocanyonhills.oRg), follow theiR instagRam (@nocanyonhills),
oR send an email asking foR moRe infoRmation (nocanyonhills@
gmail.com). nch is always on the lookout foR collaboRatoRs,
and they’ll take any way you have to help. whetheR you’Re 

an aRtist, wRiteR, scholaR, designeR, scientist, oRganizeR,
hobbyist, novice plant expeRt, oR cReatoR of any kind, as long 

as you have an inteRest in local ecosystem health, then theRe’s 
pRobably someone alReady doing woRk that inteRests you at 

nch. and if not, even betteR, you’Re just an email message oR 

two away fRom being a paRt of the gRassRoots netwoRk that 

holds up this oRganization, fRom community meetups in tujunga 

to laboR of love of enthusiasts of all soRts. 

contact:

emma kemp, no canyon hills and otis college of aRts and design

haley hopkins, no canyon hills

nocanyonhills@gmail.com

Read moRe at www.nocanyonhills.com, which was a fRuitful 

souRce foR much of the infoRmation in this aRticle.
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Cultivate
Rosie D’Ercole 
Somehow the process

Of sitting still

Is allowing something new

To sprout from the springs

We’re cultivating

Green stems shooting

Unconventionally

From the strongest foundations

Deep rooted in soil

Underneath our feet

This route is not held

By bands

But in the strength of the rocks on our land

That glitter like crystal in the cracks

That we climb in the morning sun

We are walking on territory

Yet to be explored

Anchored in the leaves

Clustered around our feet

It’s marked each midnight

Every minute of every day

By breath shared

Green fingers intertwined

Cultivating the unconventional
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Maren Detlefs, You Can’t Censor G(r)ay:
A Deep Dive into Oscar Wilde

Maren Detlefs

the fiRst time i Read the 

pictuRe of doRian gRay,
by oscaR wilde, i Read the 

censoRed veRsion. even upon 

finishing that edition, wheRe 

the explicitly homosexual 

language was cut and 

butcheRed without wilde’s 
knowledge oR consent, it 

was abundantly cleaR to 

me that basil was gay and 

in love with doRian. i found 

this incRedibly inspiRing. 

a publisheR had tRied to 

pRune the QueeRness fRom 

wilde’s wRiting, and the 

task had pRoven itself 

impossible. cutting explicit 

dialogue would neveR be 

enough because wilde wove 

elements of his identity and 

life into eveRy fibeR of his 

aRt. this made it impossible 

foR society to ignoRe him. 

his stoRies continue to be 

told, neveR bRushing oveR 

his sexuality, and inspiRing 

otheR QueeR wRiteRs with 

eveRy Reading. 

foR those who haven’t 

Read the pictuRe of doRian 

gRay, please do. i know 

the density of 19th-centuRy 

language can be intimidating, 

but you won’t RegRet it. i 

dRagged my feet thRough it 

the fiRst time i Read it, but 

when i Reached the end, i 
had to admit its bRilliance. 

that final scene will always 

stay with me. i Recently 

Read the uncensoRed veRsion 

and loved it even moRe. it 

is tRuly one of the most 

beautiful books i’ve Read. 

the aesthetic ideas of “aRt 

foR aRt’s sake” aRe evident 

in it. but, if you want to 

finish this aRticle without 

taking a 65,105-woRd 

inteRlude, i’ve included a 

summaRy. 

it begins in the studio of 

basil, a talented aRtist. he 

has found a new muse in a 

young man named doRian 

gRay and is discussing him 

with his fRiend, loRd henRy. 

duRing this visit, henRy and 

doRian meet each otheR,
henRy begins to manipulate 

doRian’s susceptible,
innocent mind, and basil 

paints his masteRpiece: a 

poRtRait of doRian. undeR 

henRy’s influence, doRian 

wishes that the poRtRait 

would gRow old and beaR 

the bRunt of his sins, while 

he would Remain foReveR 

young and untouched by 

tRoubles. he gets his wish 

and takes full advantage of 

it. wilde focuses on themes 

of vanity, moRality, and 

the values of beauty and 

intellect. by the end of the 

stoRy, doRian has developed 

a Reputation foR debaucheRy 

and evil deeds, going so 

faR as to muRdeR basil. he 

attempts to atone foR what 
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he’s done by destRoying the 

poRtRait, now weaRy with 

age, twisted with cRuelty,
and coveRed in blood, and 

in the pRocess, ends his own 

life. 

wilde staRts including 

homoeRotic subtext fRom 

the get-go, though it isn’t 

appaRent upon fiRst Read. 

the novel begins with the 

following a sentence: “the 

studio was filled with the 

Rich odouR of Roses, and 

when the light summeR 

wind stiRRed amidst the 

tRees of the gaRden theRe 

came thRough the open 

dooR the heavy scent of 

the lilac, oR the moRe 

delicate peRfume of the pink-
floweRing thoRn.” it opens 

with a flouRish, dRawing 

the ReadeR into a woRld of 

victoRian dandyism. it’s a 

tRanQuil scene, such a staRk 

contRast to how the stoRy 

will end, but RemembeR 

that this is wilde’s wRiting,
so this single sentence is 

a significant moment of 

foReshadowing. floweRs 

held special significance in 

the victoRian times. they 

had assigned meanings and 

weRe often used to send 

secRet messages to loveRs,
fRiends, oR enemies.

wilde left his maRk on 

the language of floweRs 

in the foRm of the gReen 

caRnation, now Recognized 

as a symbol foR wilde 

himself, as well as 

homosexuality. theRefoRe,
it cannot be a coincidence 

that the floweRs he chose 

to open his novel aRe laden 

with Romantic contexts. 

it all begins with a Rose,
the classic symbol of 

love. howeveR, he keeps 

the coloR hidden. i think 

any coloR woRks in this 

case. the white Rose 

Reflects doRian’s staRting 

innocence and basil’s love 

and puRe aRtistic devotion. 

in contRast, a passionate 

Red Rose suggests what 

is to come with doRian’s 
infatution with loRd henRy 

and disastRous flings. 

knowing wilde, it’s likely 

both at once. by mentioning 

one floweR, he is able to 

foReshadow the vaRious 

types of love his chaRacteRs 

have foR one anotheR. to 

cut this, you would need to 

take out eveRy mention of a 

floweR, and when the stoRy 

opens in a gaRden, that 

simply isn’t feasible. take 

that publisheRs. 

lilacs can eitheR RepResent 

the fiRst emotions of 

love oR be a RemindeR of 

an old love. i think the 

fiRst emotions of love 

aRe moRe fitting in this 

case, as basil’s feelings 

foR doRian Quickly become 

cleaR in this chapteR. it 

also foReshadows doRian’s 
intRoduction to loRd henRy 

and how Quickly he becomes 

enamoRed by the hedonistic 

ideas that henRy plants. on 

top of that, lilacs weRe 

woRn by widows in this eRa 

as a symbol of memoRy,
adding that necessaRy touch 
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of tragedy. I’m tempted to 

think of this flower as a 

direct symbol of Dorian’s 
character arc. White lilacs 

symbolize the purity and 

innocence of youth, and 

when associations of first 

love and loss follow this 

up, you can see the outlines 

of Dorian’s story taking 

shape. He gathers lots of 

attention from both women 

and men, while his own 

fancies are fleeting and end 

in heartbreak (on The Part 

of the other Person.)

Even the thorns reveal 

details about each 

character and their 

journeys. Pink flowers 

represent grace, joy, 
and innocence, continuing 

Wilde’s allusions to 

Dorian’s youthful innocence 

at this point. The thorns 

themselves symbolize 

sacrifice and adversary. 

They paint a picture of pain 

and pleasure, a relationship 

dealt with in this chapter 

through Basil’s experience. 

He’s terrified that Dorian 

meeting Henry will lead 

to losing him—and he’s 
completely right—but he 

lets it happen anyway. When 

he paints Dorian’s portrait, 
he puts all his love into it, 
I think hoping that he can 

capture his essence before 

Henry can dig his claws into 

him. But of course, it ends 

up going the opposite way. 

Dorian uses the portrait 

for his personal gain, 
discovering the limits of his 

pleasure, and leaving pain 

wherever he goes. Basil’s 
love—and eventually his 

life—are sacrificed for this 

to happen.

Wilde continues his 

pattern of showing 

character through flowers 

throughout the rest of the 

chapter. A few paragraphs 

into it, right before Lord 

Henry’s introduction, a 

laburnum tree is mentioned. 

Laburnum has a bright 

golden yellow flower, 
mirroring Lord Henry’s 
charisma. It represents 

thoughtful beauty and 

pensive thought, things 

Henry values, partakes in 

himself, and encourages 

in others. It has a darker 

side, too. The toxins in the 

tree lead to its meaning in 

the language of flowers: 
forsaken. Wilde uses the 

placement of laburnum to 

hint at the poison that 

swims beneath Lord Henry’s 
beautiful exterior and 

pretty words. Its arrival in 

a bouquet in Victorian times 

meant that you were about 

to be forsaken, as Basil is 

by Dorian, and eventually 

Dorian is by the rest of 

society.

 

Wilde’s wit and skill with 

language are evident in 

the first sentence of his 

novel alone and continue 

throughout the rest of the 

story. Everything foretold 

by the flowers he places in 

the first sentence comes to 

pass. To a Victorian reader 

familiar with the language 
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of floweRs, the hidden 

meanings would be even 

moRe obvious. by utilizing 

so much symbolism foR 

love Right out of the gate,
wilde makes it impossible to 

ignoRe the eRotic tension 

existing between his thRee 

chaRacteRs. howeveR, this 

wasn’t cut by the publisheR. 

i believe this is because this 

is just one, tiny instance 

of wilde’s genius usage 

of symbolism. they weRe 

fighting a losing battle. 

it would be impossible 

to entiRely Remove the 

QueeR subtext fRom wilde’s 
wRiting because it would be 

Removing eveRything that 

makes it beautiful. 

despite the censoRship,
wilde still faced immense 

backlash fRom bRitish 

society. he was tRied foR 

sodomy and seRved two 

yeaRs of haRd laboR in 

pRison when accusations 

of his homosexual actions 

weRe bRought foRwaRd by 

the fatheR of a man he 

was seeing. he spent the 

last few yeaRs of his life 

in exile in fRance. while 

his Reputation did not 

RecoveR duRing his lifetime,
he cemented his place as a 

wRiteR who would stand the 

test of time—whose QueeR 

identity and liteRaRy themes 

histoRy could not ignoRe,
unlike so many otheRs. he 

established a RecoRd foR 

undeniable QueeR bRilliance 

that does not shy away 

fRom itself. 

wRiteR who would stand the 

identity and liteRaRy themes identity and liteRaRy themes 
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i hope that wilde’s stoRy 

and his wRiting will 

continue to inspiRe QueeR 

wRiteRs into the futuRe. he 

is pRoof that while we face 

baRRieRs and adveRsaRies,
we will not be foRgotten 

oR silenced. i think that 

is especially impoRtant 

to RemembeR now as an 

unpRecedented wave of book 

bannings, and homophobic 

and tRansphobic legislation 

sweeps the u.s. i encouRage 

my fellow QueeR wRiteRs 

to neveR censoR themselves 

and to fight back when 

otheRs tRy to take ouR 

voice away. ouR wRiting has 

the ability to outlast these 

times.



Firsts
Sara Childrey

i don’t know how to tell you what i am feeling 

if i walked thRough a day 

like it was my fiRst day on eaRth 

what would i notice?

how would my fingeRs feel on my hands?
and how would the bReath feel 

finding its way to my lungs? 

how would it huRt to stand,
aching against gRavity 

and how would it huRt to love?

if today was my fiRst day,
would i notice the hummingbiRds? 

would i notice the floweR 

gRowing, defiantly, on the hill?
and would i notice those Rocks 

cRumbling down the hill?

would i notice heR smile 

moRe than the otheRs? 
would i be shocked to feel myself eat?

would i want to kiss,
oR be feaRful,
oR Run in the Rain?

would i caRe about being enough?

i may have walked these steps befoRe 

but i love heR in a way i haven’t known: 
it is childish, it is fResh. 

it is something to feel. 

and what a gift, even,
to feel these teaRs.

Firsts

i don’t know how to tell you what i am feeling 

if i walked thRough a day 

like it was my fiRst day on eaRth 

t known: 
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Me & Patti Smith
Gillian Rule

maybe it was my penchant foR dating gay men oR my Rebellious, clout-
chasing spiRit, wRapped up in a package of black haiR and boho-
punk sensibility, but patti smith’s woRk became the soundtRack to 

my life. in high school i spent houRs consuming heR conceRt footage,
watching heR light cigaRettes in levi jeans and cementing heR status 

in my eyes as “the only it giRl. eveR.” just kids enteRed my life and 

whispeRed passages to me like a tRusted confidante. she was wRiting 

to me. the mosaic of gReats that influenced heR became a poRtal 

to my woRld of liteRatuRe like Rimbaud, baudelaiRe, and ginsbuRg. 

i identified incRedulously with heR woRk: heR life was a misshapen 

miRRoR Reflecting my life’s complexities. 

eveRywheRe i looked, i found heR woRk in new places. heR legendaRy 

status isn’t confined to heR musical oR liteRaRy puRsuits; it spilled 

oveR into my instagRam feed and email. she wRites weiRd poetRy 

snippets, always paiRed with a cup of black coffee, that make the 

mundane feel pRofound. she’s still at it with a chaRming substack 

consisting of heR poetic Ramblings and photos of heR cats. patti isn’t 

just an aRtist; she’s an enduRing muse, an inspiRation that aged as 

gRacefully as she did. 

in tRue patti smith fashion, i embaRked on the Quintessential jouRney 

foR eveRy annoying 20-something yeaR old: a move to new yoRk city 

in the fall. i landed in a tenement style apaRtment in the heaRt of 

chinatown. i Ran acRoss the city with my fRiends, watched cigaRette 

smoke float fRom my fingeRs, and indulged in afteRnoon coffees. 

dates compaRed me lovingly to patti, as if they weRe on theiR own 

jouRney to find heR. in the late summeR, i became a hostess at a 

fancy RestauRant in soho, wheRe i spent my time batting my eyes at 

the cooks so i could get some fRench fRies oR playing jenga with 

tables and unhappy customeRs. (i was hoRRible at my job). 

one midnight, afteR a paRticulaRly soul-dRaining shift, i met heR. i 

had just zipped up my jacket and embaRked on my tRip home when 

i noticed a foRm walking ahead of me. only minutes away fRom the 

RestauRant, theRe she was—a black silhouette with long, stRingy 

gRay haiR. she had tote bags hanging fRom heR aRms like a chRistmas 

tRee decoRated by the gRoceR. my stomach did someRsaults, and my 

back contoRted. the coolest woman on the planet was just steps 

away! afteR a good minute of fRantic inteRnal dialogue, i gatheRed 
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my couRage, and went in foR the kill: i intRoduced myself to ms. 

smith. to my suRpRise, she seemed pleased, and even asked me to walk 

with heR. as we stRolled a few blocks, my knees shaking, we delved 

into heR newfound passion foR animal libeRation. fResh out of heR 

sold out show at madison sQuaRe gaRden (she apologized foR being 

tiRed), she vividly descRibed the swaying black mass of the cRowd. 

i listened to heR in awe, unsuRe if this was Really happening to me.

finally, ouR paths weRe about to diveRge—i was heading towaRds 

little italy, and she towaRds the west village. befoRe paRting ways, i 
musteRed the couRage to ask heR to sign my jouRnal. with a gRacious 

smile, she wRote, “tonight eveRy night, people have the poweR.” so 

now, i have new woRds to live by. 
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customize
zenia dehaven

the fiRst time i Questioned my 

gendeR identity, i was playing 

pokemon black and white. if 

you’Re a 90s kid oR a neRd 

like me, you may know that 

oldeR pokemon games offeR an 

infamous chaRacteR selection 

scReen with the tagline, “aRe 

you a boy? oR a giRl?” at the 

top. befoRe playeRs can begin 

theiR mission to catch ‘em all,
they must select between one 

of these two options. and, foR 

the fiRst time, i wasn’t suRe 

which one i wanted to pick. 

both of the pixelated options 

weRe pRomising. it wasn’t 

that the giRl chaRacteR was 

oveR sexualized (like in so 

many games) oR that the male 

pRotagonist was so bland that 

his canonical name should’ve 

been “white bRead,” but i 

wasn’t suRe which of these 

two options aligned with me 

the most.

the boy woRe a blue jacket, loose, daRk pants, and gRipped the Rim 

of his baseball cap as if in salute. blue was my favoRite coloR at the 

time (i was deep in the thRoes of a peRcy jackson phase), so i was 

dRawn to his outfit, but the giRl’s clothes had theiR own appeal. 

she woRe a white tank top with a cRopped vest, distRessed shoRts, 
and black and pink combat boots. though we shaRed the same muted 

bRown haiR coloR, my haiR was so thin that it would take a miRacle 

and seveRal tRips to the salon to make it as full and luscious as 

heRs. 

i had neveR Questioned who i was until then. i looked back and foRth 

fRom the chaRismatic boy to the spunky giRl, wondeRing why it was 

so haRd to choose one of them. it should’ve been obvious, Right?
when i was boRn, the doctoR glanced at my sex oRgans and maRked 

the “f” on my biRth ceRtificate, and that was that. i was female. isn’t 

that all gendeR is, Really? a smudge of ink on a papeR?

while i wasn’t expecting a damn pokemon game to be the beginning of 

my self-discoveRy, it wasn’t the last incident wheRe i stRuggled with 

this aspect of myself. i fReQuent gRoup exeRcise classes, which aRe 

veRy women-dominated. wheneveR the instRuctoR said something like 

“let’s go, giRls!” oR peRhaps an enthusiastic “you’ve got this, ladies!”
i’d feel something chuRn in my stomach, like i had swallowed cement, 
and it was haRdening in my intestines. even within these classes, i felt 

like an outsideR, like an alien taking the foRm of a human woman 

who was cuRious to expeRience the novelties of a gym. 
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I’d always heard of things like internalized racism and homophobia, 
where someone is a part of a marginalized group but still has 

harmful opinions of that group. I realized I had some kind of nonbinary 

phobia, which was odd to me. I was bisexual, which I realized shortly 

after watching the first Pirates of the Caribbean movie, which is 

a strangely common sexual awakening amongst many people for a 

film involving a pirate curse and the East India Trading Company. 

But being bisexual never perturbed me. Maybe it was because I was 

surrounded by the LGBTQ+ community for my whole life. Some of my 

family members were gay, and about 90% of my high school friend 

group were proudly queer at the time or realized they were gay 

later on in life. But something about being nonbinary felt wrong. I 

felt wrong, and when I looked at other nonbinary people, I felt that 

they were wrong too. 

I had a nonbinary friend in high school who came out a few years 

after graduation. After they came out, they chose a cool and 

androgynous name like Sam. Names like those are so elastic, they 

could be woven into any situation, and nobody would bat an eye. Sam 

could be your car mechanic who could pinpoint exactly why your 

decades-old rust bucket of a car made a “grrahhhh” noise just by 

starting the engine. Sam could be your child’s swim coach, a college 

student that didn’t particularly like working with children but 

needed some extra money to pay the rent. Sam could be your elderly, 
retired neighbor who spent their days telling kids to get off their 

lawn or else. Sam could be anybody. 

When Sam came out to me, I was not the most receptive. At the 

time, even though I shared the same feelings about being outside of 

the gender binary, I felt that if I couldn’t be comfortable with my 

identity, then there was no way that any nonbinary person was 

truly at ease with themselves. As flawed as this thinking was, I was 

convinced that if I was apprehensive about my gender, then everyone 

else was, too, and they were just hiding it better. 

Since then, I apologized to Sam and explained everything. They 

were very relaxed about the whole thing, saying something along 

the lines of, “no problem, my dude!” Even though they were very 

understanding, I still felt like a rotten friend for dismissing them 

because I couldn’t overcome my own nonbinary phobia. And, honestly, 
I was a bit jealous of Sam. They had a unisex name. Physically, they 

had more androgynous features. They could pass easily as either a 

man or woman depending on how they presented themselves. 

I, on the other hand, am very obviously afab, no matter how I dress, 
and it makes it so much harder to accept myself. How was I supposed 

to feel that I lived outside of the gender binary when I looked like a 

generic white woman? I wish I could live in a video game and customize 

myself.
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I want to live in a character creation screen, where I could adjust 

the angles of my face, the size of my biceps, even the plumpness of 

my lips, depending on how I felt that day. I wish I could alter the 

size of my hips, the width of my shoulders, and the sharpness of my 

jaw. I’d love to live in a universe where I could customize my physical 

features and present myself with the body that resonated with me 

the most in that moment with a simple click of a button. 

Unfortunately, I’m bound by the laws of physics and logic, and cannot 

bend reality to my will. Perhaps that’s for the best, because I would 

probably spend hours of my day customizing my features and make 

very little progress in every other aspect of my life. 

There’s still nothing I can point on my body and say, “see? That’s 
what makes me nonbinary,” but maybe that’s the point. There’s a 

particular beauty in ambiguity, of how two people who look nothing 

alike are aligned by living outside of the binary. It proves that gender 

is socially constructed in hopes to simplify something so robust and 

unique for every individual person. 

I’m comfortable with who I am now. Though people still use she/her 

pronouns for me, I let it roll off of my back like waves crashing 

over sand. Those people don’t know how I feel, but I do. And I know 

that what I feel is valid.

And all of this first started when I was 12 years old, my Nintendo 

DS lite gleaming in my hands, with the pixelated Pokémon Professor 

asking me the pivotal question: 

“Are you a boy? Or a girl?” 

I look at both of them, the confident boy, the girl with her hands 

on her hips. 

I picked the boy. I wanted a change of pace, since up until now, I’d 

always chosen the female characters. I wondered what it would be 

like to experience this game from a different lens. I would still be 

catching the same Pokémon and challenging the same gym trainers, 
but how would I feel about exploring this world as a boy? 

 

And blue is fucking sick. 
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Firsts on Screen
Taylor Michael Simmons

Hi y’all, my name is Taylor Michael Simmons and for as 

long as I can remember I’ve loved movies. There has always 

been something comforting about them for me. While I’m 

watching a movie I don’t have to deal with the little 

anxieties of daily life or the much larger anxieties that 

come with the crushing weight of existential dread. While 

the best films often ask us to grapple with these very 

things, I don’t seem to mind. It’s much safer to traverse the 

rocky terrain of the complexities of the human condition 

in the comfort of a cushioned AMC recliner seat after 

being serenaded by the holy incantation as spoken by Nicole 

Kidman. 

Like many young creatives in Los Angeles I work in the 

service industry in order to pay my bills. But more than 

anything I just want to make movies and watch and think 

and talk about them with anyone who will listen. I am a 

fairly quiet person. If you see me at a party I will most 

likely be in the corner playing around on the calculator 

app. But god help you if you start talking to me about my 

letterboxd account or what movies I’ve watched lately. 

The following is my attempt to present you with five films 

that I think deserve your time and attention. Each film 

deals with a ‘first’: (1) first throuple, (2) first sleepover, (3) 
first love, (4) first best friend, and (5) first marriage. My 

presentation of these films will include some slight spoilers 

so proceed with caution. Don’t worry I won’t give away any 

huge twists. You won’t find any ‘they were dead the whole 

time’ or ‘that’s not your sister she’s actually your mom’ 
here. Also film is subjective so if you don’t agree with my 

takes that’s fine but just know that you’re dead to me.
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FIRST THROUPLE
Passages (2023)

by Ira Sachs 

we all know someone who 

just stRaight up sucks. an 

absolute gaRbage peRson. 

maybe you woRk with them. 

maybe they’Re the paRtneR 

of a fRiend. maybe they aRe 

youR paRtneR. now imagine 

someone made a movie about 

that peRson. a film titled 

the woRst peRson in the 

woRld was Released in 2021 

(it’s wondeRful and you 

should watch it), if that 

movie had not been made 

then this movie would have 

been titled the woRst peRson 

in the woRld. at the veRy 

least they should have 

consideRed titling it the 

woRst peRson in continental 

euRope. 

passages follows tomas,
a toxic cReative exploRing 

his bisexuality and testing 

just how open his maRRiage 

Really is. some might call 

him a catch (he is hot) while 

otheRs would call him just 

the absolute woRst (he 

does suck). some of his less 

heinous activities include 

constantly popping into 

the apaRtment you used to 

shaRe togetheR without 

texting fiRst, weaRing a day-
old cRop top to meet youR 

paRents foR the fiRst time,
and weeping on his knees in 

the hallway of a pRimaRy 

school. don’t woRRy, 
passages isn’t all about the 

hoRRific behavioR of its main 

chaRacteR, it’s also about 

the outfits. just fit afteR 

fit, i pRomise. 

don’t watch this with youR 

paRents oR on a plane cause 

it’s chock-full of fucking. 

if you’Re into movies about 

people just constantly 

making the wRong 

decisions and watching 

the conseQuences of those 

decisions come cRashing 

down on them then give 

passages a tRy.
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Do you remember your first 

sleepover? I do, maybe, I 
don’t actually know if it 

was my first but it’s the 

first that I can remember 

and isn’t that kind of the 

same thing? We watched 

Monsters Inc. and all slept 

on the floor. It was pretty 

cool. I think I peed my pants 

at some point but I can’t be 

certain. Do you know that 

thing where you are at a 

sleepover and the lights 

are off and it’s bedtime 

and people will talk about 

random things and the space 

between what is said grows 

longer and longer and then 

someone says something and 

it’s quiet afterwards for 

longer than it’s been for 

anything else and you think 

to yourself ‘I wonder if that 

will be the last thing said 

tonight’ or is that just me? 

Anyways, House follows 

Gorgeous, a young school 

girl with a dead mom. Her 

dad has just returned 

from working abroad, in 

fact, he brought the broad 

home with him. [hold for 

laughter] Gorgeous’ dad 

has a new girlfriend and 

she feels weird about it. In 

order to reconnect with 

her dear departed mom, 
Gorgeous invites six of her 

closest friends to visit her 

maternal aunt at their 

ancestral home. But uh oh, 
the house is haunted and the 

aunt is super creepy. Prepare 

yourself for decapitated 

heads, carnivorous pianos, 
and accidentally drinking 

blood because you didn’t 

look at what was in your 

glass for some reason. 

It’s easy to look at this 

movie and see something 

that is weird and wacky 

and easy to laugh at. Don’t 

get me wrong it is all of 

these things. But it is also 

so much more. House is a film 

bursting with creativity. The 

edges might be a bit rough 

and you can literally see the 

greenscreen (it’s actually 

blue but whatever) but my 

god is it wonderful.

FIRST SLEEPOVER
House (1977) 

by Nobuhiko Obayashi
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being QueeR can be an 

isolating expeRience. too 

many of us aRe foRced to 

hide this paRt of ouRselves 

foR the sake of self-
pReseRvation. we coveR 

ouRselves up, building a suit 

of aRmoR aRound us in oRdeR 

to pRotect ouRselves fRom 

the haRshness of the outside 

woRld. it can be difficult 

to stRip ouRselves of this 

aRmoR and if we aRe eveR 

able to do so we aRe Quickly 

Reminded why we built it in 

the fiRst place. this makes 

it all the moRe meaningful 

when someone sees thRough 

all that aRmoR and makes us 

feel like we just don’t need 

it anymoRe. 

in moonlight we aRe 

pResented with the life of 

chiRon as seen in thRee 

distinct paRts: childhood,
adolescence, and adulthood. 

as a child chiRon is Quiet 

and small foR his age,
eaRning him the nickname 

‘little’ amongst his peeRs. 

these same peeRs pick on 

him constantly. his only 

fRiend seems to be kevin,
anotheR young boy who 

undeRstands the impoRtance 

of not appeaRing ‘soft’. 
as an adolescent chiRon 

is alone. he is haRassed 

by classmates. he wandeRs 

the halls of his school by 

himself. at home, he does 

not Receive the love and 

suppoRt he so despeRately 

needs. his only fRiend still 

seems to be kevin and 

although theiR fRiendship 

appeaRs supeRficial, theRe is 

cleaRly something beneath 

the suRface connecting 

these two young men. they 

Run into one anotheR on 

the beach one night and 

theiR fRiendship bRiefly 

becomes something moRe. 

but this moment of intimacy,
vulneRability, and softness 

is shoRt lived and the haRsh 

woRld awaits theiR RetuRn. 

the two boys aRe faced with 

a demand foR violence and 

they have to put on theiR 

aRmoR to pRove to the 

woRld that they aRe not 

‘soft’. 

as an adult chiRon has fully 

constRucted his aRmoR. like 

many men, chiRon has found 

safety in a peRfoRmative 

masculinity. he has attained 

poweR and money and 

physical stRength and this 

pRotects him fRom the 

thReats of his suRRoundings. 

then he gets a phone call. 

it’s kevin. suddenly all this 

aRmoR is stRipped away and 

what is left is the same 

little boy we met at the 

staRt of the film. 

this film is easily one of 

the gReatest of the 21st 

FIRST LOVE 
Moonlight (2016)
by Barry Jenkins
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century and will continue to 

influence cinema for years 

to come. There is so much 

more to this film than what 

I describe above. Chiron’s 
relationships with his 

mother and his surrogate 

father figure, the kindest 

drug dealer ever depicted on 

screen, are deeply important 

to our understanding of 

Chiron’s character and 

journey. There is such depth 

and complexity and empathy 

in Moonlight and you deserve 

to watch it for yourself to 

see what sticks with you. 

If you have not already 

seen it I suggest you do so 

immediately. But be prepared 

to feel some feelings.
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Every now and again you 

will encounter a pair of 

friends that are truly 

inseparable. They seemingly 

spend every waking moment 

together and they probably 

sleep in the same bed too. 

Maybe they’re siblings or 

roommates or dating or 

simply two halves of the 

same soul destined to exist 

in two separate bodies. They 

are also deeply annoying. 

Sure they may be fun at 

parties. They’re wacky and 

have good stories and are 

natural entertainers and 

alleviate any pressure 

you may feel to actually 

interact with others and 

be vulnerable with another 

human person for once in 

your life. They also happen 

to be generally unconcerned 

with the wellbeing of 

those around them. They 

seem to care only for 

themselves and each other 

and sometimes they don’t 

even seem to care about 

each other all that much. 

It’s possible that in the face 

of an ever decaying world 

they have made the choice 

to live life carelessly, and 

they have chosen to do so 

together. 

Marie I and Marie II are 

these inseparable friends. 

So entwined that they even 

share the same name. As 

Daisies begins, we see the 

Maries make a pact that 

‘when everything is being 

spoiled... we’ll be spoiled 

too.’ The shenanigans and 

general tomfoolery shortly 

follow. They trick men into 

buying them extravagant 

meals, they harass local 

bar patrons, and they 

try to Slyvia Plath (rip 

girlie) themselves in their 

apartment but whoopsies 

they left the window open. 

The Maries seem hell bent 

on the consumption and/or 

destruction of everything 

around them, even 

themselves. 

This film was released in 

1966 in Czechoslovakia and 

immediately banned by the 

government. The film’s 
director, vera Chytilová, 
was barred from making 

films from 1969 to 1975. 

Let me rephrase, this film 

was deemed so offensive 

by government officials 

that they refused to allow 

the film to be shown to 

audiences and then banned 

the director from making 

movies for 6 years. If this 

doesn’t get you jazzed up to 

see this movie then I don’t 

know what will.

FIRST BEST FRIEND 
Daisies (1966) 

by Vera Chytilová
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FIRST MARRIAGE
 Possession (1981) 
by Andrzej Zuławski 
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Are couples inherently 

disgusting? Of course 

when you are in the midst 

of a relationship with 

another human person it 

can be beautiful and exciting 

and fulfilling on some core 

human level. There is clearly 

something within ourselves 

that drives us to love and 

to be loved. When we engage 

in the act of love, especially 

when it is romantic or sexual, 
our brain rewards us with 

chemicals that make us feel 

good. These chemicals make 

us want more. We become 

addicted to this feeling and 

these actions. We simply can’t 

help ourselves. But how 

does this ‘love’ look from 

the outside? The very same 

relationships that can be 

euphoric for those engaged 

in them can also appear 

grotesque to those who are 

not. Maybe it’s because some 

acts of human intimacy are 

objectively strange when 

removed from the chemicals 

they release in our brains. 

Kissing is weird. I’ll say it. 

It’s fun and nice and sure I 

like doing it as much as the 

next guy but let’s be honest 

it’s yucky. Or, perhaps, the 

aversion we might feel to 

a couple displaying their 

affection for one another 

with an act of physical 

intimacy comes from the 

covetousness that rises 

up within ourselves as we 

grapple with the very real 

possibility of dying unloved 

and alone. It’s also possible 

that the relationship itself is 

repulsive. 

Possession presents its 

viewers with a truly 

repulsive relationship in the 

form of the disintegrating 

marriage of Mark and 

Anna. The plot is fairly 

straightforward. Husband 

returns home from business. 

Wife leaves husband. Husband 

hires private investigator 

to follow wife. Private 

investigator finds wife’s 
horrifying fuck monster. You 

know the rest. The story is 

not unreasonably absurd. The 

modern viewer could easily 

get this film confused with 

the psychological trauma 

based A24 type horror films 

of the 21st century. But what 

sets this film apart is the way 

its story is told. In particular 

the performances given by 

its leads, Isabelle Adjani and 

Sam Neil, and just the wildest 

supporting performance given 

by Heinz Bennet. Seriously, 
each of these actors are 

absolutely bringing it. If you 

are not accustomed with art-
house cinema, as pretentious 

as that sounds, you will be 

truly floored by the acting 

in Possession. Even if you have 

wandered into the world 

of the Criterion Collection 

and repertory cinemas the 

performances here will drop 

your jaw. Most acting tends 

towards realism. It’s people 

acting like people. But nobody 

is acting like a person in 

Possession. And that’s kind of 

the point.
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It might be a little tough to 

go from the milquetoast mind-
numbing second-screening of 

made for streaming paint-
by-numbers bullshit to a 

film made by a Polish man 

processing his divorce in the 

weirdest way possible but 

it is more than worth it. If 

you can tolerate the full 

body discomfort of watching 

Possession you will find 

yourself giddy with laughter 

while the words ‘what the 

fuck’ escape involuntarily 

from your body as you watch 

the craziest shit you’ve ever 

seen in your life. Also, shout 

out the Berlin Wall.



now heaR me out. i, of all people, am not one to 

paRticulaRly paRticipate in the indulgence of Reality tv. i 

neveR have been. i like to walk outside, i like to dance, i 
like to Read. i like to exist in the now. i mean honestly, i‘d 

RatheR do anything else than consume content that consists 

puRely of all of the teRRible, no good, dRamatic paRts of 

one’s life. pRize money included at the end, whateveR it 

takes, i don’t caRe. 

oR at least i didn’t. i didn’t caRe. 

that was befoRe love island.

the RumoRs aRe tRue. my fiRst connection to Reality tv. hot 

singles on an island faR, faR away, competing foR love and 

money, stealing each otheR’s paRtneRs just because they 

can—now this... this is tRash tv. i can’t get enough. 

i would go as faR to say that i, jess alba, have watched 

multiple seasons fRom multiple countRies. i’ve allowed 

love island to take oveR my life. so much so that, i’ve 

begun to think—if i weRe a love island contestant, who 

would my lineup consist of? now, i’ve consideRed moRe 

than a few factoRs while cReating my love island lineup. 

i would obviously ReQuiRe a few suitoRs. who, if i weRe on 

the island, would i select to shaRe Romantic space with 

me? i would like to test the wateRs, so, as follows you’ll 
see that i’ve selected a few. not so obviously, i’ll need 

enteRtainment. i peRsonally don’t think that the Romance 

alone would solely enteRtain me foR the entiRe duRation 

of the time i’m on the show. so, i ReQuiRe selections that 

pRovide me with ample enteRtainment. who would fight?
who’s conveRsation would tRuly leave me speechless? who 

could i select to Really tackle those physical competitions?
who would i place into the mix just because i know that 

they’Re not in it foR love, and we need the dRama?

let’s bReak it down. i pResent to you, my love island lineup.
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1. 

name: jacob eloRdi

countRy: austRalia 

puRpose: suitoR

why: i think this one is obvious. i need him.

2. 

name: logan leRman 

countRy: usa
puRpose: suitoR

why: logan deliveRs the peRfect amount of tRanQuility & 
chaos. with his peaceful demeanoR & salt & peppeR haiR,
he is suRe to aRRive on the island with the sole puRpose 

of getting me to fall in love with him. while i Ride the 

tumultuous wave that is coupling up with jacob eloRdi,
he’ll ease my woRRies and woes with consistent love and 

compassion, which often pisses off the otheR islandeRs 

pining afteR him, as he Really only desiRes me until he meets 

his tRue love (which i suppoRt wholeheaRtedly. see islandeR 

7), tana mongeau does not like logan chasing otheRs, as on 

day 1, she staked heR claim on him. this is wheRe the chaos 

begins. 

3. 

name: tana mongeau

countRy: usa
puRpose: dRama / life of the paRty

why: i mean, what’s theRe to say? tana is always yelling. 

she single handedly would Ruin eveRyone’s lives on my 

season, as she wants the 100k all to heRself. she would 

stRing eveRyone along up until the last minute, make it to 

the finale, and take the money. she is insane,
but so hot. she would fool us all. she is an 

icon. it would be anaRchy. now heaR me when 

i say this—would tana be my fiRst option in 

eveRy blindfolded kissing competition? yes. i 
would kiss tana mongeau so many times amidst 

my season, and she would leave eveRy comp 

thinking: “who was it that gifted me these divine 

kisses?” it’s liteRally me. it’s liteRally me and she 

would neveR know until she peRsonally decides 

to kiss me in a blindfolded kiss comp. tana and i 

on a logistical level just don’t woRk. 

i don’t like it when she yells at me 

& you see, she would do that a lot. 

so, we’d neveR couple up. you’ll see 
below that she does in fact take 

the w at the end of the season,
but with me? no.

(additional infoRmation: tana 

tastes like cupcakes). 

 i think this one is obvious. i need him.

 as she wants the 100k all to heRself. she would 

stRing eveRyone along up until the last minute, make it to 

 and take the money. she is insane,
but so hot. she would fool us all. she is an 

icon. it would be anaRchy. now heaR me when 

would tana be my fiRst option in 

eveRy blindfolded kissing competition? yes. i 
would kiss tana mongeau so many times amidst 

 and she would leave eveRy comp 

who was it that gifted me these divine 

s liteRally me. it’s liteRally me and she 

would neveR know until she peRsonally decides 

to kiss me in a blindfolded kiss comp. tana and i 

on a logistical level just don’t woRk. 

t like it when she yells at me 

 she would do that a lot. 

d neveR couple up. you’ll see 
below that she does in fact take 

the w at the end of the season,

additional infoRmation: tana 
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4. 

name: tRisha paytas

countRy: usa
puRpose: dRama

why: tRisha is eveRywheRe. a gReat conveRsationalist, but 

always up and Ready foR a good fight. miss paytas would 

say something genuinely so mean about somebody, then 

cRy & Run off & make it a huge deal afteR they 

Rightfully Retaliate. 10/10 chaotic. would wake us 

all up in the middle of the night yelling. 

5. 

name: glen powell

countRy: usa
puRpose: bad news beaRs

why: now i don’t know any of these people 

peRsonally, but i feel like glen would just 

be the woRst islandeR. he would come 

in, chaRming as hell, chaRismatic, fun,
attRactive. but something about him is giving 

oh-no! he would be the casa amoR scandal of 

the season. hopping fRom giRl to giRl, finally 

finding “the one” and then thRowing it away 

foR a hot night in the hideaway duRing casa 

amoR week. eveRyone would tuRn on him. he 

gets voted out shoRtly afteR aRRiving. 

6.

name: dwayne (the Rock) johnson

countRy: usa
puRpose: dominate physical comps

why: dwayne’s only puRpose in this season is 

to come in and Rock eveRyone’s shit in the 

physical comps. tana & tRisha would definitely 

fight foR his attention. he doesn’t caRe. he’s 
woRking out in the backgRound of liteRally 

eveRy shot & is consistently making jokes 

but Refuses to make a connection. his lack of 

connection also leads him to leave the villa 

soon afteR he aRRives.

7. 

name: bRittany bRoski

countRy: usa
puRpose: bestie

why: bRittany and i aRe soulmates. we aRe destined 

to be fRiends. we would spend the entiRe time 

in the villa, shaRing tea, and being goofy 

togetheR. heR confessionals aRe unbeaRably 

funny & she would win fan favoRite of the 

season. i think that eventually, logan and 

bRittany would end up togetheR. these two 

aRe the potential victoRs of the season.
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8. name: doja cat

countRy: usa
puRpose: suitoR / chaos / a top contendeR in physical comps

why: doja would put dwayne in his place foR some of the 

physical comps. she’s agile and small. this would woRk to 

heR advantage. she would also have the cRaziest intRo into 

the villa—i mean, look at heR. additionally, would totally 

begin the upRoaR against all of the men on the island,
staRting a pact foR all of us women to date each otheR 

while the men slowly all tRickle off. tRisha hates heR. 

glen wants, but cannot have heR. she & i spend the entiRe 

season playfully fliRting. we sneak a kiss heRe & theRe. we 

would most likely spend a week coupled up, but i feel like 

ouR goofiness togetheR might be too much, and we would 

amicably paRt to Re-couple with otheR islandeRs as we just 

wouldn’t Really know when to take each otheR seRiously. 

we’d just be cuddling and confused. i’m convinced that at 

the end of it all, heR & tana would couple up and make the 

finale—hell, they would win. tana would in fact make the 

heinous choice to leave the island without doja and take 

the 100k all to heRself (idiot), but doja doesn’t caRe. she 

just wants to shake ass and be wild!  

9. name: austin butleR (dRessed as elvis the entiRe time)
countRy: usa
puRpose: he paid to be on the show

why: austin Refuses to stop talking in his elvis accent /
dRessing like elvis, but tRisha cannot get enough. austin 

(elvis) and glen’s fRiendship knows no bounds. we ask them 

often if they’Re inteRested in coupling up, but they aRe 

Repulsed by this. (joke is on them. i am now wRiting about 

them in a homosexual magazine.) to pRove to ameRica that 

they aRe not Romantically involved, they aRe continuously 

fighting oveR doja cat & kissing heR in competitions (Round 

2 of joke is on them, doja only has Romantic Relations with 

women on the island). butleR (pResley) would also 

be the second most heavily pied islandeR in the 

pie competition, next to glen powell. the cRazy 

change up about this is, (Round 3 of joke is on 

them) because austin is so obsessed with elvis,
he actually falls foR jacob eloRdi halfway 

thRough the season because jacob eloRdi also 

plays elvis on the big scReen. austin butleR 

loves himself. he spends the Rest of his time 

on the island chasing jacob. jacob indulges 

foR a while duRing my escapade with doja cat,
but afteR he Realizes that he is unable to get 

butleR out of chaRacteR, he gets fReaked out and 

decides to step back fRom theiR Relationship. the 

ceRemony in which jacob says my name when asked 

who he’d like to couple up with instead of austin’s 
shocks the nation. we aRe the dRama. butleR has 

to leave the island. he pRays to elvis. 

dRessed as elvis the entiRe time)
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10. 

name: goRdon Ramsay

countRy: united kingdom

puRpose: mean

why: goRdon seRves as the singulaR cast membeR who is 

Really willing to put eveRyone in theiR place without feaR 

of backlash. he would also cook all of ouR meals foR 

us, so we would eat good all day, eveRy day. eveRy time 

somebody says something stupid, he’s the fiRst to shoot 

a cRazy look up at one of the hidden cameRas, and is 

constantly talking about how he wants to go home. goRdon, 
bRittany, and i, aRe howeveR, the best of fRiends. a thRee 

peRson alliance, if you will. 

in the end, the thRee couples that compete in the finale aRe 

as follows:

1. jacob eloRdi and myself

2. doja cat and tana mongeau

3. bRittany bRoski and logan leRman

ouR victoRs? as pReviously stated, miss doja and baby tana!

additional honoRable cast membeR mentions:
dove cameRon (suitoR)
jack haRlow (foR the bit)
post malone (gives the best hugs)
lea michele (sole ingenue of the island & won’t stop talking 

about it)
judd nelson, bReakfast club eRa (suitoR)



i love to play competitively because the stakes aRe higheR: 
i don’t Really see a point in playing noRmally. anyway, theRe 

i was in this match with some guy who’s pRogRessively getting 

moRe annoying. i was the last playeR alive and i was Really tRying 

to focus on what was going on. he would not stop yapping in my 

eaR. he kept telling me what to do and i couldn’t even focus so, 
obviously, i died. afteR that he continued to yell, because appaRently 

eveRything he says is Right. i didn’t have enough time to go off on 

him thRough chat so i used my voice coms (which i neveR do, but i 

was that annoyed). that’s when he staRted calling me a bitch and 

said things like that i should “go back to the kitchen”. and suRe, 
i yelled at him back because, giRl, fuck you. now i’m foR Real foR 

Real iRRitated. i RepoRted him, but the odds of him getting actually 

penalized aRe low since no one caRes when stuff like this happens. 

the industRy doesn’t look out foR women and non-binaRy people, and 

just keeps cReating moRe fReaks like him.

Gaming With Milo Pina

65



featuRedfeatuRed

66



fRuitsfRuits

67



On Meeting Through Music, 
First Times, and Utilizing Lemons: 

A Love Letter to Laura Elliott
by Sara Childrey

In my life, I have stumbled into being friends with a few 

rock stars. When I was younger, being a rock star seemed 

so unattainable, even if my mom told me that I could be 

one someday. Eventually, I reached the conclusion that, 
since I had put no effort into learning to play or write, 
I would not get to be a singer-songwriter. Despite my 

fantasies of being overheard belting in the shower by a 

record executive, my small Washington town was not ripe 

with opportunity. Nevertheless, I prevailed: I infiltrated the 

music industry by tricking acquaintances into bringing me on 

tour and stealing all their friends. Among them was Laura 

Elliott. 

I first heard Laura’s music while sitting in the passenger 

seat of my friend’s car. He had borrowed it from his dad, 
and I feigned excitement about the “sick ride.” We took 

on the hills of San Francisco in this sporty Nissan, and 

he urged me to listen to an unreleased track by a girl 

he met the week prior. (The perk of being surrounded by 

musicians is that they are always giving you access to new, 
unreleased music that never fails to make you feel like you 

are in on a big secret.) When “God Complex” played, I loved 

her music immediately: she was like a Phoebe Bridgers with 

a New York twang, singing about some dude failing to step 

up to the plate. I LOVE songs about how men have failed.

 

My friend may have played this for me in passing, but I 

became obsessed. She only had a handful of songs out on 

spotify at this point, and if we still played tapes, I would 

have worn through hers in a week. I did not listen to 

anything else. I hadn’t been so taken by music since I first 

heard “Stranger in the Alps”! Her words felt cathartic. 

And of course they were: years later, when Laura and 

I had grown to know each other well, I could see how 

these songs helped her work through her emotions. This is 

evident as you listen: her music feels like a release. Talking 

to her today, I asked if she felt that song writing was 

similar to journaling. She told me that it probably would 

be, if she didn’t hate journaling. Typically, I would launch 

into a lecture on the importance of journal practice, but 

if her practice means I get lyrics like “Drag me ten feet 

underground/Somehow you look smaller now” then I will 

“Fold” on my position.
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The first time I saw laura live she was playing at the echo. 

I had been secretly listening to her ep on an incognito 

Soundcloud link for montns. (I actually doN’t know if i ever 

told her this.) Watching her perform, I was moved by her 

joy. She is a bubble of energy; she beams onstage and it is 

a gift to hear her giggle. She held herself with effortless 

cool in a big t-shirt and camo pants. For someone who 

writes such sad songs, you would be shocked how much 

sunshine radiates off her when she is performing. That 

night, my friends and I got drunk and wandered Echo Park. 

The end of the day is hazy in my memory, ending with drunk 

tacos, running through the McDonald’s line, and discussing 

our ability (or lack thereof) to jump on top of the grocery 

store building. I left Laura at the venue, but she kept living 

on in my headphones. 

The first time Laura came to San Francisco, I met her and 

her mom (tour manager extraordinaire) for lunch. We 

walked on the pier, we saw the seals, we took BeReals, and 

I watched her play at the iconic Fillmore. We walked the 

halls gawking at the posters of our musical heroes. I heard 

her play “Fold” that night, Laura’s favorite song on her 

upcoming EP. The first few seconds in, I was moved to tears 

as her voice floated perfectly on top of intricate guitar 

melodies. 

The first time Laura came to visit me in Los Angeles, we 

solidified our friendship in cups of tea and mid-day vents 

and borrowed skirts. They say to never meet your heroes, 
but time revealed to me all that we had in common: despite 

my idolization, she was just another 20 something trying 

to figure her shit out. She didn’t mind the air mattress in 

my living room, my mini meltdowns, or my lack of creamer 

options. She listened to my woes and I listened to hers. 

Laura is made of sweetness down to her core, even when 

the world is giving her lemons. I watched her grab the 

citrus, slice it open, and squeeze out Car Sick (Laura’s new, 
highly anticipated EP). 

The first time I heard a recording from Car Sick was during 

this LA trip. Late at night, we crept out of my apartment 

to sit in the car and listen to her demo over the speaker—
iPhone quality would not do. My neighbor opened her 

window and glared at us, but I was too excited to care. I 

knew this was the start to a very special project. 
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5 tracks long, Laura describes this as her “most cohesive 

project to date.” This is the first project that she has had 

a clear idea for from the beginning: from visuals, sound, 
and concept. Some of the credit for its cohesivity goes 

to her producer, Tony Davia. This is Laura’s first project 

with a distinct vision from the start, and collaboration 

along the way. (Laura would not describe herself as a 

“collaborative girly”). When I asked her why working with 

Tony felt different, she beamed, “I trust the heck out of 

him. From the very start, he told me how much he believes 

in my music, and he really puts his all into it... He believes 

in me in a way that helps me believe in myself... He really 

started to feel like an anchor.” When you listen through 

for the first time, keep a keen ear on the production to 

hear the trust beyond the artistry. 

This EP contains some other firsts, namely that Bug is her 

“First Ever Love Song.” She confessed, “it’s the first song 

that I feel like represents love in only a positive way. If 

you think about it, “Fold” is a love song too, but in a very 

different way.” I did think about it, and she is right. Laura 

is a lover and a feeler: her emotionality is a compliment 

to her expert guitar and vocal abilities. This dichotomy 

of skill and vulnerability is what leads us to artists 

like Boygenius, Haley Heyndrickx, and Pinegrove, and has 

increasingly become part of the zeitgeist of popular music. 

Even when she is singing about her devastation, it comes 

from all the loveliest places of her heart. 

Laura told me some other favorite firsts of hers, including 

her first crush (the parents from spy kids), first favorite 

albums (DonnY Hathaway, Live at the Bitter End and 

Pinegrove, live at Audiotree), first concert (James Taylor as 

a wee babe), and her first performance in a musical (Jack, 
Into the Woods, Jr.). While I wish I could see her as Jack, I 
will happily settle down with my voice memo version of Car 

Sick, and I can’t wait for you all to join me in listening on 

all major music platforms this January.
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as the clock stRikes 10:00 pm on a novembeR evening, i walk 

into sam k’s studio to find heR disgRuntled at the state of 

heR new biRthday paRty dRess. “something isn’t Right,” she 

decides. heR solution? she’ll weaR the dRess backwaRds; it’s 
betteR that way.

sam klegeRman is a Renowned photogRapheR, model, cReative 

diRectoR, authoR, and social media influenceR. with oveR 36k 

instagRam followeRs, sam has shot swim weeks, posed foR 

magazines, and published a best selling book all befoRe the 

age of 26 yeaRs old. as a teenageR, she tRaveled aRound 

the woRld shooting foR gigantic companies like playboy and 

pacsun, and nowadays, she spends heR time cReating with 

high-end bRands like skims and guess. whetheR you follow 

heR online oR have had the pRivilege of meeting heR in 

Real life, it’s cleaR that no one lights up a Room like sam. 

fRankly, no one would know this moRe than me, because i am 

lucky enough to call heR my best fRiend. 

because of my uniQuely foRtunate position, i see sides of sam 

k that aRe not showcased as much to the public; i am excited 

to have this oppoRtunity to give cuRRent and futuRe sam k 

fanatics the inside scoop.  

i love to see heR gleam when stRangeRs Recognize and 

expRess how they have been impacted by heR; but i find even 

moRe joy when she calls me to update heR five yeaR plan 

on how a hannah montana touR could solve the economy 

(a pRoject which is extRemely undeR wRaps, soRRy fRuitslice 

ReadeRs). i cheRish the sam k that calls me in the middle of 

the night when she has a bad dReam.

gRowing up tRansgendeR in conseRvative oRange county,
sam has thRived despite the laboRious enmities that she has 

had to combat thRoughout heR entiRe existence. despite the 

antagonistic suRRoundings, she found success eaRly. when 

she was 14 yeaRs old, the head of bRandy mellvielle saw 

the photogRaphs she was posting on instagRam and invited 

heR to be the fiRst content cReatoR eveR to shoot foR 

them. i asked heR if she RemembeRed the fiRst photo that 

made heR Realize heR destiny. 

“i took a photo of my fRiend holding a candle in the gutteR 

acRoss the stReet fRom my house. we would all go theRe 

to take pictuRes. to me, that was the golden ticket—the 

exposuRe that photo got is why i do what i do today. i 

felt how cool it was that i got to expRess myself thRough 

that medium, and i knew then that this was how i wanted 

to make shit happen. it felt like i was going to a movie 

pRemieRe that i knew was going to be a blockbusteR. i knew 

it was gonna be a hit and i was just stoked to be in the 

Room.”

BEYOND SAM K
by Kelsey Rose Rootenberg
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fRom the fiRst moment i met sam, one thing was cleaR:
heRe is a giRl who has a dReam and makes it happen with 

heaRt and feRocity. in any capacity, it’s cleaR that sam 

has pRogRessed in and out of heR field with extReme poise. 

unbeknownst to me, theRe weRe moments along the way 

when sam Questioned heR chosen path.

“photogRaphy has the potential to get extRemely one 

dimensional veRy Quickly unless you infuse youR own 

peRsonality and life into youR pictuRes. it can get boRing 

if you’Re only doing it foR a check, and i went fRom doing 

it exclusively as an aRt foRm to being compensated. i look 

back on the photos i took befoRe i was getting paid and i 

still see how phenomenal they aRe. but theRe aRe lulls in 

between the moments of woRking as much as i do when i sit 

back and think about what would happen if i neveR took 

anotheR photo. it’s a Question that always comes up in jobs 

wheRe you’Re self employed and self motivated. this job 

only woRks if you do, theRe’s a lot of give and take.”

while success has been constant, new heights pRovide new 

challenges and anxieties. foR the fiRst poRtion of sam’s 
caReeR, she stuck to shooting pRoducts and models foR 

bRands that weRe lucky enough to hiRe heR. howeveR,
nowadays, sam has been cReating moRe content fRom in 

fRont of the cameRa. using heRself as a vessel foR heR aRt 

has pRoved to be a bit moRe challenging than one would 

guess. 

“one day i woke up and thought, wait, i’m eQually impoRtant 

to one dimensional images that i’m putting out foR a bRand. 

i deseRve to be looked at as much if not moRe than those 

photos. i’ve been posting moRe photos of myself, tuRning the 

cameRa towaRds me and allowing otheR people to pRess the 

button. what people don’t Really undeRstand is i’m visually 

styling eveRy photo that i’m in, even if i don’t take the 

pictuRe. when i post, i definitely put a lot of stRess on my 

body foR no Reason. theRe’s an inteRnal conveRsation that 

happens befoRe i make it a public conveRsation. but moRe 

Recently, it feels like i’m sending a baby biRd out of the 

nest. if it flies, it flies, and if it doesn’t, i know that i gave 

it wings and at the end of the day, i still fly no matteR 

what.”

i asked sam what keeps heR flying.
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note: sam k foRmulates sentences as beautifully and as 

fast as a heaRt pumps blood thRough a body. howeveR,
this is the only Question in ouR entiRe conveRsation that 

is met with a deep bReath and a stumped silence. with an 

intentional gaze up to the sky, she decides—

“a couple of things. knowing i’ve flown foR a veRy long 

time and i’m good at flying. knowing that RegaRdless of 

what i’m doing on any day, i have to use my wings and i 

will always land on my feet (metaphoRically). also, just 

knowing how much time i’ve put into this caReeR–actually,
not even caReeR. scRew caReeR. the amount of time i’ve put 

into undeRstanding and getting to know myself will always 

keep me above wateR instead of letting myself be dRowned 

by doubt.”

77



sam is veRy intentionally awaRe of how much of heR aRt 

coRResponds with how she pResents heRself. the inevitability 

of being peRceived by stRangeRs and collaboRatoRs does not 

go unacknowledged. howeveR, despite heR commitment to 

authenticity in all enviRonments, theRe aRe still impoRtant 

paRts of sam that go widely unknown. 

“one thing people don’t know about me is that i genuinely 

enjoy shaRing the stage with otheRs. as much as i do 

command and contRol a spotlight, i neveR feel like i have 

to dim my light to help otheRs shine. even on a small 

stage, when i’m having a conveRsation with someone and 

i’m making them feel like a million bucks because i’m being—
wait, who’s that chick that danced foR a nickel?” (shiRley 

temple?) “yes! shiRley temple! i’m being full shiRley temple,
but i still want you to dance in the alphabet soup with me. 

and that doesn’t mean in unison oR to the beat of my dRum,
but still togetheR.”

as sam’s best fRiend, i can authenticate this declaRation. 

sam’s glow is cast so widely that it shines on anyone and 

eveRyone. she locates the light in someone else and tuRns 

the bRightness up to 100%. she Reminds me who i am. she 

shows up to my woRk and bRings me a snack. she calls me 

to tell me that she’s pRoud of me foR something i did two 

weeks ago. it’s RaRe to see a staR use its own shimmeR to 

illuminate otheRs. one would expect it to be an act, but sam 

has heR own ways of keeping it all authentic. 

“this is gonna sound so silly, but i’m at my most gRounded 

and authentic self when i am woRking and giving eveRything 

i’ve got. i’ve spent oveR ten yeaRs putting this all togetheR, 
and yes, it’s a peRfoRmance and a show, but damn, what a 

show! that’s authenticity Right theRe. but on the otheR side 

of it, i could also aRgue that i’m my most authentic self 

when i’m not speaking to a single peRson and i’m allowing 

myself the space to Relax. a lot of people see me as this big 

checklist: diabetic, tRans, photogRapheR; theRe’s so many 

things that go into it, but when i’m just at home in my Robe, 
just putting on a facemask oR talking to myself, that’s me.”

it’s cleaR that sam has no pRoblem putting all of heRself 

on display. whetheR it be heR unpaRalleled instagRam 

posts oR heR hilaRious tik toks, when sam k puts heRself 

out theRe, the people eat it up. but when it comes to paRts 

of heR life she wishes weRe moRe centeR stage, sam does 

not hesitate. afteR gRaduating fRom paRsons school of 

design in new yoRk, sam published a pRofound and deeply 

intimate book, yes no thank you goodbye, documenting 

heR expeRiences caRing foR heR motheR who lives with 

eaRly-onset alzheimeR’s. thRough poweRful and emotional 

photogRaphs, sam uses heR aRt to shine a light on heR 

expeRience with active and living gRief. all pRoceeds fRom 

the book aRe donated to usagainstalzheimeR’s. 
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“now that the book has been published and posted, people 

might think it’s done and in the past. a lot of people think 

my mom is dead because they see the woRd gRief and make 

that conclusion; that’s Really funny because the chick’s 
still alive and kicking. i wish people had the guts to ask me 

about that, because i love talking about it and i want to 

talk about it moRe. that’s also when i’m my most authentic 

self, shaRing a paRt of my life that neveR Really saw the 

light of day until i made the book. it’s a tRauma Response,
it’s a gRief pRoject, it’s eveRything in one. i’m veRy 

delibeRate, and especially with that book, i put my whole 

heaRt into it.

i wish people would ask me moRe about its backstoRy, but 

then i am Reminded of when someone gets upset when people 

don’t wish them a happy biRthday. if i want people to ask 

me about my book, i need to pR it. i Really think it’s 50/50 

of give and take as an aRtist; you’Re in contRol of what 

you let the people know. you’Re not in contRol of how they 

Respond oR what Questions they ask, but it’s youR job to 

invite them to Raise theiR hands.”

on the otheR side of that, theRe is an easy answeR to what 

she wishes people would shut up about. 

“when it comes to type 1 diabetes, people like to point 

fingeRs. they put blame on the diabetic, they think having 

diabetes is a Result of active choices. when i tell people 

i’m type 1 oR i whip out my needles to give myself a shot,
people just make assumptions. especially nowadays, a lot 

of people ask me if i’m giving myself estRogen and i’m 

like, ‘no, i just want to eat, babe’. i can’t imagine a child 

in this day and age tRying to explain what it is to theiR 

fRiends. i RemembeR being eight yeaRs old in the hospital,
i just thought to myself, ‘fuck, i have to explain this to 

eveRybody, this fucking blows.’ even at RestauRants, i’ve had 

waitResses ask me if i was taking cRazy dRugs, and i would 

be like, ‘i’m nine’. i just wish people would be moRe diRect 

about diabetes. i didn’t do anything to get this. i just woke 

up one day and my body was diffeRent. i wish people knew 

that i caRe a lot moRe than they think. and you know what?
foR a long time, it was just, ‘that sucks’. foR a long time, i 
noRmalized feeling like i was just going to be stuck feeling 

diffeRent. but now, foR the fiRst time, i’ve given myself 

peRmission to feel all of my emotions at once. foR the fiRst 

time, Right now, me and my body aRe in sync.”
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i Really admiRe sam foR heR openness and desiRe to educate 

otheRs on the paRts of heR life that she alone can give 

insight into, heR willingness to discuss the uniQue boxes 

that she checks, and the beautiful and genuine way she 

showcases the paRts of heR identity that aRe not usually 

discussed on most scales. so many people of all identities 

aRe lucky enough to have sam k to look up to. i don’t even 

finish posing the idea of youngeR sam seeing what she has 

gRown up to be—

“—she would shit heR pants. she would lose heR fucking 

mind.”

and if she could give heR anything?

“when i was in kindeRgaRten, i had a poweRpuff giRls 

backpack. it Rocked. one day, the school called my mom. 

they weRe upset about the backpack, they said it was 

confusing and distRacting to the otheR kids, and they said it 

would be best if she got me a new backpack. and you know 

what my mom said? ‘fuck off.’ to this day, i think about 

how that stRong ReinfoRcement planted a seed inside of me. 

that seed has been wateRed and flouRished into this belief 

that i’m gonna do me no matteR what. i kept it going, i Ran 

holes thRough that backpack. i did have some guilt and 

shame when i looked at it sometimes, but it shaped me. on a 

physical level, i would give that backpack to myself again. 

“on the otheR side of it, being the visual peRson that i am,
i don’t know if i would say a single thing to little sam. i 

would just show heR photos. i would show up in leatheR 

pants with a skims bodysuit (gifted), coveRed in jewelRy. i’d 

show heR who she’s going to be – oR who she alReady is. 

and what’s coming. because she knows what to do. she has 

an idea of what’s possible, and to heR, it fits into an 8x8 

ups box. but the woRld’s a lot biggeR than that. she’ll see.”

you can find sam on instagRam and tik tok at @saaaaamk 

and you can oRdeR yes no thank you goodbye on amazon.

82



83



Jill Young is Really Good at Firsts
Emma Standerford 

in my fiRst few months of living in los angeles, i was 

despeRate foR community. i, being the intRoveRt that i am,
timidly took myself out to vaRious QueeR events hoping to 

make new fRiends. i found myself one day sitting alone at an 

industRy event hosted by the connie noRman empoweRment 

centeR. dRink in hand, i was tRying to dRum up the couRage 

to say hello to someone. much to my gRatitude, a blonde 

dyke sat down next to me and took the task out of my 

hands. 

this beautiful savioR was none otheR than the incRedibly 

talented jill young. they intRoduced themself to me, asked 

if they could sit at my table duRing the event, and told 

me a little about themself. “oh, i’m an actoR. i wRite some 

stuff, too,” they said, humbly. at the time, i had no idea 

i was chatting with one of the funniest people i would 

eveR meet. so, when they invited me to a comedy show 

they weRe peRfoRming in, i was teRRified. i showed up to 

the bRoadwateR pRepaRing foR the woRst. nothing like a 

bad set to kill a budding fRiendship. much to my Relief,
jill absolutely slayed. theiR taste and theiR timing was 

impeccable, and i didn’t stop laughing foR even a moment 

while they commanded the stage. 

i’ve been fRiends with a few clowns, so i’m no stRangeR to 

the scene. i’ve been to moRe than my faiR shaRe of comedy 

shows and clown showcases. they’Re not always packed 

with winneRs, let me tell you. eveRy once in a while,
howeveR, theRe is a peRfoRmeR that stands out amongst 

the Rest. they split youR sides, and you leave the theateR 

laughing at theiR jokes foR weeks. this peRfoRmeR, moRe 

often than not, is named jill young. 

one yeaR lateR, i’ve seen jill peRfoRm in countless comedy 

shows. i am a huge jill young fan. not just because they’ve 

become such a deaR fRiend, but also because they’Re one of 

the most talented people i’ve eveR met. they’ve pRoduced 

a bRilliant solo show diRected by calliope weisman that 

pRemieRed in the hollywood fRinge festival in june, 2023. 

they’ve joined a clown tRoupe called the non-semble, and 

hosted an event pRoduced by jacket-off aptly Re-named the 

“jill off show.” not only aRe they hilaRious, but they’Re 

whip-smaRt. sitting down with jill to talk about theiR 

cReative jouRney has been such a gift.
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emma standeRfoRd (es): is this youR fiRst time doing an 

aRtist spotlight? how does it feel now that you’Re at point 

in youR caReeR wheRe [doing inteRviews] is a thing?

jill young (jy): it feels Really good! it makes me Really 

happy. i’m Really excited about wheRe i’m at with my aRt 

Right now. it means a lot foR you to be inteRviewing me!!

es: so... when did you fiRst peRfoRm, like, when did you fiRst 

step foot on stage?

jy: (in the voice of a bRoadway diva) baby, i was boRn on 

the stage!—um, my fiRst play was called “school days” and i 

was seven. it was about fish going to school. i took it veRy 

seRiously.

es: of couRse.

jy: my gRandpa took me to a pRoduction of annie get youR 

gun when i was thRee and a half. then i went home and 

RecReated the entiRe musical on Repeat foR the next yeaR. 

so i was veRy excited when i finally got to do a play.

es: so annie get youR gun was the fiRst play you eveR saw?

jy: yeah, and then i got to be in it when i was in fifth 

gRade. i got to be annie. veRy big moment. and the daughteR 

of the diRectoR of that pRoduction, stay with me heRe, is 
calliope who diRected my solo show!

es: speaking of youR solo show, is this the fiRst time you’ve 

had a full one-act solo show peRfoRmed? how does that 

feel?

jy: yes! it feels a little cRazy, but it feels Really good. 

it’s not scaRy to me at all—well, i mean it was when i was 

developing it. but it doesn’t feel oveRwhelming. i Really 

enjoy doing it. 

es: so youR diRectoR calliope—you two have obviously known 

each otheR foR a Really long time now. you’Re both in youR 

mid-twenties doing youR fiRst solo show togetheR. how has 

that cReative, woRking Relationship gRown oveR that time?

jy: so we did go to elementaRy school togetheR. we weRe 

fRiendly and knew each otheR, but we weRen’t supeR close 

back then. but! a yeaR ago, almost exactly, i Ran into 

heR at a comedy show along with anotheR old classmate,
tanneR. we got dRinks afteR the show and caught up with 

each otheR. calliope and i staRted chatting about how 

i have been doing a lot of comedy and was wanting to 

develop a solo show. she said she had been diRecting a 

bunch of shows!
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es: wow! seRendipity!

jy: i know! she had been looking to diRect a solo show 

wRitten by someone she tRusted and wanted to woRk with 

and i had been looking foR a diRectoR i tRusted and wanted 

to woRk with... it just peRfectly fell into place. she’s this 

supeR bRilliant, oRganized, talented diRectoR with so much 
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passion and commitment. She’s really become one of my 

dearest friends. If you’d told me five years ago that I’d be 

working with Calliope Weisman I’d be like... “that’s kind of 

random” but okay! And now she’s one of my favorite people.

ES: The way that the two of you work—it does really read 

like the two of you have had this creative partnership for 

ten years because it’s so cohesive. I’m kind of shocked to 

know it was sort of a random—

JY: It was a first for us! It’s our first collaboration. 

ES: YES! Wow, tying it all together. But that’s really 

special. So first collaboration with Calliope... who it seems 

might be a continued collaborator on future projects...?

JY: Yes, we’re working together on planning where the 

solo show is going next year. We’re both hoping to take the 

show to Edinburgh, fingers crossed. 

ES: So first foray into a solo show... first time at the 

Hollywood Fringe Fest as well... Do you have any advice for 

people who struggle with trying something for the first 

time? When you’re in the throes of “maybe I’m not going to 

finish this project” is there something you rely on to push 

you through to the end?

JY: You can always say it was your first time! Then it’s 
almost more impressive to say you did it even if it didn’t 

turn out perfectly. There’s so much you learn from doing 

something for the first time that the product almost 

doesn’t matter. It’s all about the process. If you’re having 

thoughts like “I hate this play I’m writing,” or “I hate this 

song I wrote—” it doesn’t even matter if it’s good. Finishing 

it to the end is the reason you’re doing it; to learn what 

it’s like to finish something. Then the second thing you make, 
you’ll have all that knowledge. You’ll be starting from 

somewhere solid instead of starting from scratch.

ES:  That’s a good way to get over that fear of failure. Is 

there a time where you tried something and failed really 

hard?

JY: First of all, I love that question because I have a very 

weird relationship with failure. I love it and I’m trying to 

love it more. A big tenet of clowning is setting yourself up 

to fail so that you can challenge yourself to climb out of 

it. When you do something good, people like you. When you 

do something shitty and then you win them back, people like 

you more.

ES: So true. 
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JY: So a lot of what I’ve been studying in comedy recently 

has been “how can you do the opposite of everything you’re 

supposed to do to get people to like you and then win them 

back?” Which is fun because it makes you feel like no matter 

what you do, you can always get yourself back out of it. 

The real art isn’t NOT failing, it’s coming back up after 

you’ve failed. 

ES: That’s really beautiful!

JY: One of my goals is to be more comfortable with failure. 

I think a lot of times, if I sense I’m gonna fail I’ll just pull 

out. Or I’ll reframe it in my mind so it doesn’t feel like a 

failure?—Or maybe I’m just perfect.

ES: I think maybe—what if you’re just perfect??

(We both laugh).

ES: So Jill, what do you have coming up next?

JY: I have a lot of things lined up. I like to have a lot of 

things going on because inevitably a few things won’t pan 

out. First thing is that I’m continuing my solo show in the 

coming year. By the time Fruitslice is published I’ll know 

if I’m doing Orlando fringe or not. I’m planning on doing 

Edinburgh. I applied to a few festivals and if it gets in 

I’ll be going to San Francisco or New York. I’m working 

on developing a show with my friend Geri [Courtney-
Austein]. We have a few character/clown duo bits we 

do. We’re making that into a bigger show, it’ll be very 

audience involved. Very clowns. It’s a lot about childhood, 
specifically girlhood. I’m also developing a monthly comedy 

show with another lesbian called “Dyke Dynasty’’ and we’re 

gonna have a lot of dyke and dyke-adjacent artists and 

comedians and performers come on for it. 

ES: Booked and fuckin’ busy, man!

JY: Booked and busy! 

ES: Okay last question. What’s your favorite fruit?

JY: Watermelon.

ES: Done!

JY: Done. Easy.

You can find Jill Young on Instagram @jillisyoung and at 

their website www.jillkyoung.com
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guide to a fiRst date

saRa childRey

hello, and welcome to my guide to a fiRst date. i am honoRed,
humbled, and hoRny to have you joining me on this jouRney. with 

youR puRchase of this guide to a fiRst date you have a 100%
satisfaction guaRantee, oR youR money back!*

step 1: you must 

decide a time and 

place. ideally, this 

is somewheRe that 

contains multitudes 

of intimacy and 

adoRation. but 

also supeR chill. 

just like you. i 

Recommend a wine 

baR oR a picnic.

step 2: begin to 

think about what 

you’Re going to 

weaR. of couRse,
this is the biggest 

decision you will 

eveR make and 

they aRe going 

to judge you 

immediately on this 

s0... don’t fReak 

out oR anything...

but you’Re fucked.

step 3: tRy on youR 

whole closet!
(you don’t find 

anything you like.)

step 4: cut up at 

least 2 shiRts!
maybe a new outfit 

will help you feel 

betteR. no time to 

shop, just cut.

step 5: consideR 

pulling out the 

sewing machine. 

you still don’t 

have time to shop 

but you might have 

time to liteRally 

constRuct a new 

thRee piece set out 

of that dRess you 

neveR weaR and 

also don’t Really 

like.

step 6: call youR Roommate! sobbing!! Raid theiR closet.
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Step 7: return to 

your own closet, 
and try on the 

same outfit you 

have worn for 

every nice event 

for the last three 

years. (in my case, 
it’s a light green 

silk button up and 

doc martens). 

Step 8: pace 

around your 

bedroom for at 

least 30 minutes. 

if your bedroom is 

too small, you may 

extend your walk 

to other parts of 

the house, or even 

outside.

Step 9: scream a few times, the content of which can be 

dealer's choice: words or slurs or slurry words. my favorite 

is “i’m gonna throw up!”

Step 10: hopefully by now your roommate will answer your 

calls and come home from work early. (this is more important 

than their paycheck, despite what capitalism may tell you.) 
cry to them about how unlovable and horrible you are. by 

now, you feel this with certainty.

Step 11: listen to everything nice they say, and thank them 

profusely. in your head, reject it, think about how they don’t 

know you at all (you’ve only lived together for 5 years), and 

continue to panic.

Step 12: make 

yourself a drink. 

pour it heavy, 
you’re gonna 

need the extra 

courage. now, it 

tastes disgusting 

and you hate it 

and you might 

as well leave it 

on the counter 

as a symbol of 

your stupidity 

and shame. i think 

dostoevsky wrote 

a book about this.

Step 13: boil water 

for coffee. forget 

about it. let the 

kettle whistle for 

as long as possible. 

the sound will 

actually calm your 

mind. believe me.

Step 14: go outside, 
smoke a cigarette. 

pray your hot 

neighbor will come 

out to see you in 

this hot outfit. 

(they’ve seen it 

before).
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Step 15: keep an eye on the street. inevitably someone will walk 

by with a better outfit, and you can go back to square one.

Step 16: take my advice on this one: just change your shoes. 

loafers.

Step 17: head back inside, and catch yourself in the mirror by 

the door. notice that your mascara is under your eyes, since 

you never put on fresh makeup.

Step 18: go wash your face. (since you’re wearing waterproof 

mascara, this makes it worse.)

Step 19: stare at your raccoon eyes. go off, black swan.

Step 20: repeat number 9.

Step 21: in trying to remove your makeup, 
spill water all over your shirt.

 

Step 22: pack your bag. don’t forget the 

essentials: ativan, weed pen, the books 

you’ve been meaning to read (at least 3), a 

letter from your ex, your boss’ prescriptions 

(remember to deliver tomorrow), a compass, 
a rubber band ball (confiscated from a 

student at Shakespeare camp last summer), 
an old playbill, your planner, and your cvs 

receipt (you might need that coupon!!).

Step 23: run to the kitchen, chug your drink.

Step 24: remember the water on the stove, turn it off, but burn 

your hand in the process.

Step 25: run back to the bathroom to put your hand under cold 

water. say aloud “people can do hard things” 4 times. look directly 

in the mirror.

Step 26: check google maps: 25 min walk, you have to be there in 

20 minutes. you can do it. run. but do not sweat. you just fixed your 

makeup.
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Step 27: as you leave, your 

hot neighbor comes up the 

stairs. push them if you must, 
but do NOT engage.

Step 28: put on your 

headphones and change the 

playlist every 30 seconds. 

decide on a “confidence mix” 
but ultimately change to 

phoebe bridgers.

Step 29: decide to walk down 

a street where you know you 

will be cat called. this will 

make you walk faster, and 

you’ll be on time. (have you 

ever been stopped and asked 

what you’re listening to? it 

would be so embarrassing if 

that happened right now.)

Step 30: turn up “waiting 

room” and try not to hum 

along.

Step 31: arrive at the bar. it’s 
best if you’re a little sweaty 

from the walk, so your date 

can smell your pheromones. 

forget about the mascara you 

just fixed.

Step 32: they’re late (of 

course) so order yourself a 

glass of wine. make sure to 

finish it before they arrive. 

Step 33: pull out your book. is 

it cool? 

Step 34: put it away. 

Step 35: pull out your 

planner. no that’s dumb. 

you can’t look like you’re 

working! 

Step 36: repeat number 35.

Step 37: pull out your phone. 

see an ugly instagram photo 

of your ex best friend, 
and start going in deep on 

where he’s been hanging out. 

just as it’s getting juicy......

Step 38: date arrives. 

they’re hot. drool a little. 

tell them you like their 

outfit. get shy. 

Step 39: no matter what 

you do, don’t look at their 

boobs. (look at their boobs.)
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Step 40: ask the usual first 

date questions: where did you 

grow up? when was the last 

time your father said he was 

proud of you? have you ever 

considered killing yourself? 
how many siblings do you have? 
how much money do you make? 

what is the weirdest place 

you’ve had sex? are you high 

right now? what friendship 

do you most regret losing? 
are you in love with me? want 

to fuck in the bathroom? how 

many eggs do you think you 

have consumed in your lifetime, 
and was it worth it?

Step 41: laugh, giggle, shoot 

the shit. offer to walk 

them to their car, since you 

have to walk home anyways. 

worth it?

Step 42: let them drive you home. make out in 

the car, sufjan stevens style.

Step 43: when they ask if they can come inside, 
say you “have to be a lady!!!!” (regardless of 

gender).

Step 44: never call, text, email, 
fax, dm, or write them. ever.

Step 45: complain to all your friends that 

you cannot find anyone that can handle 

you, in all your greatness.

Step 46: open hinge. begin again...

*Terms & Conditions Apply.
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my fiRst kiss was so bad that it launched me into a months-long 

identity cRisis. if i hated kissing women, did that mean i wasn’t 

actually a lesbian? i wouldn’t have any claRity on this fRont until 

i was 700 miles away fRom home and sneaking away fRom my family 

multiple nights in a Row to hook up with a complete stRangeR.

coming to teRms with the Realization i was a QueeR in high school 

was not easy. in fact, it was deeply isolating. i knew one day i 

would move away fRom my hometown and feel the fReedom to tRuly 

exploRe this beautiful side of my identity. but it hit me duRing the 

winteR of my junioR yeaR of high school that, foR the time being, i 
had to sit in this cRushing loneliness.

a few months afteR my fiRst gay kiss in 2017, my bRotheR got 

maRRied in chaRleston, south caRolina. my dad balled out and 

booked a fancy hotel foR my family, and each of my family membeRs 

got ouR own hotel Room. we flew in on a wednesday fRom new 

jeRsey and my family was in theiR Rooms asleep by 9p.m. i was 

fReshly eighteen and feeling bold. i felt weiRd about using dating 

apps in my hometown. heRe though, nobody knew me. i staRted 

swiping on the dating app heR (don’t laugh) and the veRy fiRst 

peRson i matched with invited me oveR to heR place. heR name was 

hannah. she had a shoRt bRown pixie cut and was a ceRtified dyke. i 

eageRly accepted heR invitation.

you may be thinking: “nicole, you had a hotel Room all to youRself,
and yet you chose to go to someone else’s place? why?” tRuthfully,
i don’t know. it’s like my mind went blank and the despeRation 

foR QueeR connection took oveR. this was finally my chance and 

i had to jump on it. so theRe i was, in the backseat of a lyft,
fRantically googling “how to have lesbian sex.” theRe weRe simply 

so many bongs in this living Room. to this day, i have neveR seen 

that many bongs in one Room. i staRted the night off stRong by 

taking a hit and coughing so haRd i cRied and almost thRew up. i’d 

neveR smoked fRom a bong befoRe, so it was definitely an evening 

of fiRsts. at one point, hannah and i weRe shaRing a sofa chaiR and 

she staRted Rubbing my leg. no woman had eveR done that to me 

befoRe, and even that she did well.

this is a Real line fRom my jouRnal Reciting the events of the night:

“hannah sat down pRessed against me and i was melting inside.
touching giRls is a euphoRic expeRience. at one point, she Rubbed my 

inneR thigh and lingeRed theRe foR a little and moved heR hand 

down my thigh as she got up to gRab a dRink.”

My Brother’s Wedding:

His Marriage Didn’t Last 
But At Least It Got Me Laid

Nicole Urban
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eventually we wRapped up chatting with heR fRiends and the two 

of us went into heR bedRoom. let me set the scene foR you: heR bed 

did not have any sheets. just a Raw mattRess with a blanket oveR 

it. no pillowcase. went to heR bathRoom—no hand soap. it was a 

Really nice ambiance to lose my viRginity in.

sometimes i wondeR how this night could have gone diffeRently, if i 
didn’t fill it with little white lies.

lie #1: i lied about my age (kind of). not in a weiRd illegal way 

though. she knew i was 18, but i didn’t tell heR i was still in high 

school. she thought i was a month away fRom tuRning 19. foR some 

Reason, boosting my age by about a yeaR felt like an impoRtant 

thing to do at the time. i didn’t want to seem immatuRe.

lie #2: since i said my biRthday was the following month (in may),
i obviously had to adjust my sign when she asked the anticipated 

astRology Question. i told heR i was an aRies. i’m wondeRing if she 

caught my lie in the moment and chose not to Question it, since a 

peRson boRn in may would not be an aRies. she then staRted shit-
talking capRicoRns to me and said that they’Re the woRst. funny 

enough, i’m a capRicoRn.

lie #3: one of the most Questionable lies of the night, i pRetended 

this wasn’t my fiRst time having sex. anotheR snippet fRom my 

jouRnal:

“she Really knew what she was doing, and it made me feel a little 

embaRRassed that i didn’t Really know 100% what i was doing. i 

mean, being Really high helped calm my neRves though.”

we made out on heR Raw mattRess foR ten minutes, and then 

she took off my shiRt. “how do you like it?” she asked. i looked 

at heR. “it’s good! it’s nice...” i said with a smile, completely 

misundeRstanding the Question. she then goes, “no.. ha…. how do you 

like it? like, Rough? soft?”

lie #4: i told heR i like it Rough.

i thought hannah was a badass and badasses like it Rough. she 

was a cool expeRienced lesbian with a nose pieRcing and a tattoo 

on the back of heR neck! i thought asking foR soft gentle sex was 

lame. i thought it would give me away as a viRgin. i peRceived my 

inexpeRience as a weakness. 

even if things didn’t go exactly how i hoped and i felt disappointed 

that i people-pleased myself into a dynamic i wasn’t Really down 

foR, i still oveRall had a good time. it did almost take a veRy 

bad tuRn at one point though. she tuRned aRound and asked me to

“hit heR fRom the back.” i sat theRe thinking, was she asking me 

to fingeR heR butthole? i almost fingeRed that giRl’s butthole. i 

thank the voice in my head that said, no, she was not asking you to 

fingeR heR butt hole. go foR the otheR hole. 

in the moRning, i called my lyft. she said she wanted to see me 

again befoRe i left chaRleston. while i was on my way back to the 

hotel, i got a call fRom my mom. she said ouR family was in the 
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hotel lobby, and I needed to get dressed and meet them downstairs. 

I still don’t know how, but I successfully snuck past my family in 

the lobby and made it up to my hotel room undetected. Later that 

day, I was sitting at a restaurant with my family. From across the 

table, my brother shouted “Nicole, is that a hickey on your neck?” I 
glanced at my mom. Her face was white as a ghost. 

When I got back to the hotel, I wrote in my journal:

“PSA!! REALLY IMPORTANT!! I LOVE GIRLS!! WITH ALL MY HEART!! I had sex 

with a girl last night and oh my god. I love girls so much.”

It’s almost endearing how equally nervous and excited I was about 

the experience. I then went on to say:

“The one thing I was super self-conscious about was how fast my 

heart was beating when we were cuddling the morning after. She 

even commented on it. Yikes, a lot of embarrassing things happened 

last night, but they couldn’t have been that bad if she wants to 

see me again.”

It was 11:30pm on a Friday night. Two nights earlier, I spent $16 to 

get from my hotel to Hannah’s house, which was 20 minutes away. 

But tonight, it was $73 for a one-way trip, due to surge pricing. I 

barely hesitated. This time, I felt a bit more confident when it came 

to sex”. I wrote:

“Sex with her felt so right. When I’d get with boys, I would focus 

solely on pleasing the guy, and I felt like I was just going through 

the motions like I thought I was expected to. Sex with Hannah is so 

different. I was fully submerged in what we were doing and not 

focused on being performative. I can say with a decent amount of 

confidence that I’m gay.”

The next morning, I went back to my hotel and then I went to my 

brother’s wedding. It was a good wedding, but they’re divorced 

now, so that’s the least important part of this story. After I got 

back to my hotel late that night, Hannah asked me to come over 

again. For the third night in a row, I took a Lyft to her house. 

This time, I spent $92 for the one-way trip to her house. I put my 

hard-earned paycheck into important matters that weekend: getting 

myself laid!

By now, the excitement started to wear off and the draining 

reality kicked in: I was hiding my inexperience from Hannah, so she 

had no clue how significant these nights together were to me. 

I started feeling drained from sustaining a sexual dynamic that, 
despite asking for, I didn’t even want. But how do you ask for 

something you don’t even know you want? I spent the night and I 

left in the morning. I flew back to New Jersey that day and I never 

saw her again.

Hannah completely changed the way I viewed intimacy. I wrote in my 

journal after the first night:

“I don’t get that warm, comfortable, safe feeling with guys. I 

wanted to wrap myself around her and never let go.”
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I then went on to describe our connection together as pure, 
natural, and easy. She showed as much interest in my own pleasure 

as I showed towards hers, which I seldom experienced with the guys 

I had previously been with.

While this experience with Hannah was exciting and (mostly) 
fulfilling, I can’t help but view it from a more somber lens as I 

enter my mid-twenties and reflect on my past. I regret not telling 

someone where I was going all those nights. I put myself in a 

potentially dangerous situation in order to feel even a hint of 

closeness to the queer community. It also breaks my heart that I 

felt like I had to fabricate so many pieces of my personhood to this 

stranger. I still wonder to this day, how would that first night 

have played out if I was honest to her that I was a virgin and I 

wanted to be handled softly? In the anxiety of it all, I hurried 

through receiving because it didn’t feel like mine to take. I wish I 

had the confidence at the time to show up authentically, because 

my 18-year-old self deserved that. 

I wish I could tell my 16-year-old self that they’d be surrounded 

by a surplus of queer community one day. I wish I could tell my 

18-year-old self that they don’t need to bend their boundaries 

during sex in order to feel valuable. I wish I could tell my 21-year-
old self that quantity is not better than quality when choosing 

sexual partners. And I wish my 24-year-old current self would 

be just a little bit kinder and more compassionate towards the 

versions of myself that were still learning hard lessons around 

intimacy and vulnerability.
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hot coals and butteRfly unceRtainty,
flutteRing like snow caught 

in headlights. 

the fiRst time 

my wife met my loveR

was one of the happiest days of my life. 

it was awkwaRd, of couRse. 

who to sit next to,
how much to cuddle,
what to say. 

silences stRetching out like oceans,
making us all a little seasick. 

but wow. 

i have neveR felt co complete,
a pyRamid finally finished,
full to the bRim with splendoR and 

Riches.

how could they be 

so geneRous 

to leave all this at my feet?

i’m soRRy, i have to go 

i have to buy heR some Roses,
get him pokemon caRds. 

i am at theiR Ravenous meRcy,
my sun and my moon. 
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Eternal
Jack Cariad Leon

he’s not my fiRst love, but he is

the fiRst to have haunted me like this

with that daRk mop of his, those

david cRoland cuRls that adoRn him,

bRooding eyes hiding so much.

his ghost walks the halls of my mind,

and my spiRit would will itself to

cRoss dimensions to bRing me to him,

if i had to. the limits of what i

would do foR him aRe unknown, even 

to me. 

so, then,

you could only imagine how

deeply it botheRs me that he

isn’t one to let people woRRy.

i think i am who i am

because of the fiRst psychotic bReak i had 

in my adolescence: i was Raised by a village 

that was a psych waRd

and once i oveRheaRd a nuRse tell anotheR nuRse

i asked him how he was

and he said veRy well thank you and so

i Reminded him he was in the intensive caRe waRd. 

and the man i pictuRed heR talking to, long ago

had his exact same face, those same, daRk,

cousin-to-cupid cuRls.
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Hilary Buffum

you held me like a pomegRanate

gentle in youR hand

allowing me to cRack open

to Reveal the sweetness

you tRusted lay beneath the thick layeRs

cRadled against you

you coaxed each seed

like a jewel

smiling

when the taRt juice buRst in youR mouth

not afRaid to get youR hands sticky
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Some Dreamers
Jill Young

santa claRita is a city that shouldn’t exist. it’s a subuRban 

community supplanted onto a deseRt—man-made lakes and 

oveR-wateRed lawns disguising a landscape of yeaRly 

wildfiRes and chRonic dRought. the people aRe mostly 

middle-class families and hollywood commuteRs, those who 

want a piece of the la dReam without the Rush of city life. 

two fake RiveRs cut thRough santa claRita. the fiRst used 

to be a Real RiveR, the santa claRa, but afteR yeaRs of 

dRought and agRicultuRal damming is only a RiveRbed. it is 

home to little else besides litteR, abandoned shopping caRts, 
and the Refuse of a heRoin epidemic. the middle school neaR 

my old house is named “aRRoyo seco” which tRanslates to 

“dRy RiveR.”

the otheR fake RiveR is an aQueduct—a gaRgantuan cement 

valley that snakes thRough the town and boRdeRs my high 

school. in kindeRgaRten we weRe made to watch a psa on 

aQueduct safety, and why one should neveR, undeR any 

ciRcumstances, enteR the aQueduct oR she will be swept 

away by a sudden and unpRedictable suRge of wateR. i had 

nightmaRes about dRowning foR months afteRwaRd—visions 

of my loved ones pulled into man-made Rapids. 

saugus high school, wheRe i spent fouR yeaRs of my 

educational life and countless houRs ReheaRsing foRgotten 

plays, is a spRawling cement foRtRess compRised of 

blindingly white buildings and tall palm tRees, oveRlooked 

by a hill that holds a giant pipe caRRying wateR fRom 

faR up noRth. it is a tRaditional high school in only the 

califoRnian sense; theRe aRe no hallways and theRe is no 

cafeteRia—students move fRom class to class by walking 

between buildings, they eat lunch outside and sit on 

planteRs oR sidewalks, basking in the golden sun. 

it is this peculiaR natuRe of saugus’ design which makes it 

so immediately Recognizable on cameRa. even fRom a biRd’s-
eye view the campus is unmistakable. peRhaps this is why it 

was used as the location foR the 1990 chRistian slateR film,
pump up the volume. it was a wholly diffeRent context in 

which the woRld would be ultimately destined to see saugus,
filmed by helicopteRs and suRRounded by emeRgency vehicles,
its image maRRed by the logos and gRaphics of vaRious news 

stations. 
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befoRe the helicopteRs and the tRagic b-Roll 

of teaRy-eyed childRen, saugus was a somewhat 

unRemaRkable high school and i was a modeRately-
RemaRkable student, tRansfixed with gRades and clubs and 

ReheaRsals. i was shelteRed, laRgely by my own effoRt;
an adolescent feaR of the adult woRld paiRed with 

undiagnosed obsessive compulsive disoRdeR left me void of 

any classic teenage cuRiosity foR dRugs oR paRties oR sex. 

my fReshman yeaR at saugus is when my Relationship with s 

began to fade. she was my closest fRiend in middle school,
and we spent houRs passing notes and cRafting inside 

jokes. we went to a now-defunct chaRteR middle school 

built inside of an old factoRy, and clung to each otheR 

thRough its pRepubescent chaos. s was veRy diffeRent fRom 

me, and i found it exciting; she was beautiful and thin and 

looked like an adult by age twelve, at 5 foot 9. she always 

dRessed in shoRt denim shoRts and thin cotton tank tops,
even in the dead of winteR; she claimed that she “didn’t get 

cold.” though one might not notice fRom looking at heR,
she was half-japanese. heR motheR woRked as a language 

tutoR. s teased me in japanese until i undeRstood enough to 

tease heR back. 

one time we took a walk on the hill behind heR house,
making ouR way thRough chapaRRal and collecting buRRs 

on ouR socks and shoelaces. we stopped at a small pond 

wheRe tadpoles swam in wRiggling clusteRs. s Reached into 

heR backpack and pulled out a small hot pink and gReen 

baRbie-bRanded polaRoid cameRa. “i only have one pictuRe 

left,” she said, “so we gotta make it good.” she held the 

cameRa in heR long and bony aRm, and leaned heR head on 

my shouldeR. i blinked when it flashed. it felt unfamiliaR 

and magical to watch a photo become immediately physical. 

we placed the film undeR a Rock and waited foR the image 

to cReep into existence. afteR a few minutes we took out 

the photo and maRveled at ouR bluRRy selves, toothy and 

washed out in the haRsh afteRnoon sun. i held onto it as 

we walked back to heR house, accompanied heR bRotheR to 

kaRate pRactice, and RetuRned home to eat Rice snacks and 

play two-peRson tRuth oR daRe. 

it was afteR adventuRous days like these that s would 

Quietly confide in me things i could only pRetend to 

undeRstand. we would sit on heR couch and wRap ouRselves 

in a fRaying Quilt, a video game idling on heR tv, and she 

would talk about how she hid cuts on heR body and the 

numbeR of days she had gone without eating a meal, and 

once we weRe in eighth gRade, what sex was like. i would 

nod and do my best to disguise my conceRn, offeRing love 

and comfoRt, suggesting she seek help though neitheR of us 

knew wheRe to find it. 
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i was obsessed with s in a way that i didn’t undeRstand at 

the time, my naivete keeping my QueeRness fRom even my own 

compRehension. i knew that i wanted to put woRds to how i 

felt about heR, but i’d get stuck on small details, like the 

way heR fingeRs weRe soft and gentle when she bRaided my 

haiR, but deft and stRong when she bRought me into heR 

kaRate class. i’ve kept a jouRnal diligently since middle 

school, and duRing this time i often wRote about s and ouR 

moments of closeness,“today s bRought eyelineR to school,
and she did my makeup with it afteR p.e., and then helped 

me wash it off befoRe mom came to pick me up. i felt neRvous 

and looked kind of weiRd with it on but it was also nice to 

have heR look at me so closely and want to touch my face.”

duRing the eighth gRade halloween festival, s pulled me 

into a bathRoom, sobbing. she was dRessed as a skeleton,
weaRing a caRtoonishly pRinted Ribcage-with-heaRt shiRt 

and black shoRts, black-and-white paint on heR face. i 

was some soRt of ghostly composeR, a costume i made out 

of a venetian mask with music note designs and a boy’s 
geoRge washington costume. the mask was intended as home 

decoR and not foR weaR, so when i took it off and set 

it on the counteR i could see a painful Red line bisecting 

my face. i asked s what had happened and she explained 

that heR peRiod was two weeks late. i nodded, pRetending 

to undeRstand what that meant—my body was as late to 

pubeRty as my mind was to leaRning about it, and i wouldn’t 

get a peRiod foR the fiRst time till sophomoRe yeaR of 

high school. “i might be pRegnant,” i RemembeR heR saying,
teaRs smudging heR skull makeup. i RemembeR hugging heR,
hiding my confusion; we weRe kids, a peRson at ouR age 

cReating life seemed impossible. she told me that if she was 

pRegnant, she would kill heRself, and she would do it by 

taking a canoe into a RiveR and setting it and heRself on 

fiRe. i wondeRed wheRe she would find a RiveR. 

she got heR peRiod two days lateR and seemed to foRget 

the whole situation, and we neveR talked about it again. 

by the time we weRe junioRs in high school, s and i had 

lost contact. we dRifted into diffeRent fRiend gRoups, and 

took diffeRent classes. she gRaduated a yeaR eaRly and 

disappeaRed—deleted heR social media without waRning and 

changed heR phone numbeR. eveRy so often in the yeaRs 

following i’d tRy and find heR online—hoping to see a new 

facebook account and teRRified to find an obituaRy. neitheR 

appeaRed until winteR of my junioR yeaR of college, when 

heR fatheR died of a sudden heaRt attack—the aRticle 

was simple, stating his occupation, explaining how he was 

suRvived by his ex-wife, his daughteR s, and heR bRotheR 

n. i wanted to send s my condolences, but she seemed to 

exist nowheRe on the inteRnet with the exception of one 
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website listing heR high school tRack and field times. she 

was pRetty good at the long jump. novembeR 14, 2019 was 

the day the helicopteR footage made the image of saugus 

high school infamous. i woke up in my bed in austin, texas,
to the news that my alma mateR had joined paRkland and 

columbine in the eveR-gRowing list of schools to enduRe 

mass shootings. five students weRe shot, and two weRe 

killed. the shooteR, a student, died of a self-inflicted 

wound; it was his sixteenth biRthday. 

it wasn’t until the end of the day that i leaRned that 

s’s bRotheR, n, was the shooteR. i spent the day Reeling,
obsessively Rewatching videos of my fRiends and teacheRs 

giving inteRviews on national news. i RefReshed social media 

apps to figuRe out the names of the victims, and texted 

all my old teacheRs to check in and send them my suppoRt. 

eventually, people posted pictuRes of the shooteR, and daily 

mail even Ran an aRticle, eveRything you need to know 

about n (last name). i thought about s, and wondeRed wheRe 

she was, how soon she knew. i wondeRed if she still had 

that pictuRe of us fRom so long ago. i figuRed pRobably not. 

a day lateR, the stoRy is buRied. school shootings aRe haRd 

to think about, and often go the way of missing childRen,
foRgotten by eveRyone but those closest to the loss. the 

pain lives with the families of the victims and the tRauma 

of the suRvivoRs, the bullet damage on concRete walls and 

the google news seaRch Results foR saugus high school. 

if i could make myself hate the shooteR with the same cut-
and-dRied Rage that i’m able to loathe cRiminal stRangeRs 

on the news, maybe it would be easieR to let the whole 

thing slip away. but i can still see myself at a fouRth-of-
july baRbecue with s and n, laughing and dRipping wet as 

we blasted each otheR with supeR-soakeR wateR guns. 

late fall in santa claRita maRks the last of the santa 

ana winds, which blow with a dRy fieRceness that Rips 

still-gReen leaves fRom bRanches. a wildfiRe Ravaged 

78,000 southeRn califoRnian acRes only weeks befoRe the 

shooting at saugus, and the wind now caRRies its chaRRed 

RemindeR foR miles, spReading ash like impossible snow 

thRough subuRban stReets. in the stillness that follows 

such an event, hope spRings like lodgepole pines out of the 

blackened eaRth, and childRen make Quiet vigils in memoRy 

of theiR fallen fRiends. the 10-day foRecast pRedicts a RaRe 

and heavy Rain, which will Quench the dRy land and paint 

the bRown hills bRiefly gReen. if it lasts long enough,
the Rain will find the RiveRbed, and foRm a steady cReek,
momentaRily Reviving the santa claRa and washing the 

eaRth anew.
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i let go
cast ouR ashes to the wind and foR the fiRst time in too long

find peace in knowing this daRk dust once buRned bRight

when i come to life again i find

i am not the afteRmath of you

afteR all.

i found myself.

i bRoke
what i could, leaRned to love destRuction, oR pRetend to

made a hobby of buRning bRidges, Revel in the heat

tRaitoR to myself, i scReam out and wondeR

why it still huRts, why

i am alone

i bRoke
down.

i bRoke
like glass, like splinteRing wood, like fRactuRed miRRoRs

Reflecting phantoms of what we could have had

who i was and could be

who i am

you tuRned fRom me
the moment you chose the ashes oveR the heaRth, Reveling in 

consumption,
coRRosion oveR light. youR tongue is yet shaRpeR than the knife

embedded in my back. i wanted to have you

but you wanted to own me

we Rebelled
ouR love was an upRising of butteRfly kisses, conspiRatoRial 

caResses. i set us

on fiRe, and youR heaRt begged to buRn. we weRe hungRy foR 

each otheR’s
bReath, oxygen filling, feeding the feveRed flames

of visceRal vulneRability

i fell foR you
the way a glass shatteRs when it tumbles to the gRound. like 

glass we weRe blown

away, igniting, melting, shaping and Reshaping. i would bend foR 

you alone

if i could, but we foRget how shaRp ouR shaRds can be,
and you liked me best

in pieces

i used to know you
you’d take youR coffee black, and sip it slow. you liked the 

fall, and the night, especially

togetheR, talking until the staRs tuRned, hiding in the back of 

the closed libRaRy,
shaRing secRets in the dusty daRk. i didn’t leaRn then the 

dangeRs

of black holes, only caught the beauty of them in   

youR gRey, have-nothing eyes.

113



Holly’s Homemade Honey Cakes Holly Payne-Strange

1 Rainy day 

2 scoops of patience (note: do not be oveR patient. the bRead 

won't Rise if you do)
1 dRam of gin kissed by a fiRefly, left undeR a full moon

3 cups of genius 

12 wild stoRies

salt to taste. 

cook time: at least six months. pRobably moRe. 

seRves: i have no idea, why aRe you asking me?
thRee. 

1. put eveRything in a bowl and smash it 

aRound. thoRoughly combine the fiRefly gin and 

the wild stoRies, they’ll emulsify to a soft glow. 

you’ll need this when the Rain comes. 

2. next take the bRownies (oh yeah, you’ll need 

those as well) and just devouR them. Really go 

at it. if you haven’t got it on youR nose, you’Re 

doing it wRong. let the sweetness oveRwhelm 

you. 

3. take youR glowing emulsification, and put 

it stRaight in the oven.  (oh yes, you should 

have alReady pReheated that to ‘wait, what?
why?’) theRe’s going to be a lot of smoke,
because glowing emulsification hates being ignoRed. 

it doesn’t undeRstand what’s going on, and just 

wants to have a stRaightfoRwaRd conveRsation, like 

an adult. it’s cool though, you can leave it foR a 

while.  it has a patient natuRe. 

4. in time (check eveRy week oR so) it 

will Roast into deteRmination. i’m not 

exaggeRating, it Really doesn’t know what’s 
going on. it only RemembeRs those wild stoRies, 
and the Respect they inspiRed. all it’s got left is 

moon-kissed gin, peppeRed with the taste of half 

RemembeRed genius. but that’s enough. it’s loyal,
and knows a good thing when it sees it. and 

anyway, you weRe Right, it ended up liking the 

oven. it thRew a paRty, dancing with all the 

cRispy bits at the bottom. 

5. take it out of the oven, set it on the side,
and let it cool.  admiRe it. tell it that it’s 
beautiful, and gloRious, and witty and stRong,  and 

that you Really like its new shoes. 

6. enjoy!

he asked me how i got thRough it, the fiRst time he had a mental 

bReakdown.

this is how. 
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Hold Still
By Jessica Hinds

i called Rohan foR the following Reasons. he has the only 

penis i had eveR actually enjoyed, and he was the only ex i 

was on fRiendly teRms with. i didn’t Really want to fuck a 

man, but i had just bRoken up with my fiRst-eveR giRlfRiend 

and had zeRo expeRience with one-night-standing women. the 

last time i fucked a woman, she didn't leave foR thRee yeaRs. 

men, on the otheR hand, i had been exchanging my body foR a 

good meal, a place to sleep, a distRaction since i was eighteen. 

plus, i figuRed if i have sex with a man, i might undeRstand 

now if i am a full dyke, bi, oR just gay foR madeline.

i didn’t want to Risk losing anotheR fRiend to a dRunken 

conveRsation about how fucked up it is that i hadn’t Realized 

i wanted to fuck women until i was 33 yeaRs old. i had made 

out with women, mastuRbated to women, watched pRimaRily 

women on women poRn, but foR some Reason, i didn’t think it 

meant i was gay until i met madeline. so RatheR than walk to 

the last Remaining lesbian baR in bRooklyn and attempt to 

navigate the gay single scene foR the fiRst time in my life, i 
called Rohan. i love Rohan. we get along well. we both loved 

jonny walkeR’s whisky and ReRuns of cheeRs. 

the night pRogRessed like eveRy night afteR ouR thiRd 

date eight yeaRs ago. i aRRive at his place, and he offeRs a 

compliment and a dRink. i launch into a diatRibe about woRk 

while smoking oR wishing i hadn’t given up smoking that 

week. he pops in a joke oR two, usually at my expense, which 

i love because even though i am oveRly sensitive to cRiticism 

and mockeRy, i Religiously appReciate a well-cRafted joke. we 

sit acRoss fRom each otheR and catch up until he stands and 

offeRs his hand to take me into the bedRoom. while on all 

fouRs staRing at the ikea headboaRd, i Realized i hate this. 

the entiRe action sobeRed me up. i hate this. i neveR want 

this to happen again. i begin to cRy, which only makes Rohan 

thRust haRdeR. but i hold still.

just hold still. 
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my motheR whispeRs in my eaR. heR heavy hand comfoRting 

my shouldeR, oR was it keeping me theRe? bowhunting happens 

twice a yeaR. beaR. deeR. elk. caRibou. tuRkey. pheasant. duck 

and Quail. most shots aRe taken fRom about 70 yaRds. this 

black beaR is 5 yaRds away. if this beast wanted, i could be 

its dinneR within seconds. black beaRs can Run 35 miles peR 

houR. i can only pull a 12-pound bow. i am only five yeaRs old. 

my aluminum aRRow would bounce off the beast’s fuR and 

clatteR to the gRound. 

hold still. my body begins to tRemble like the big eaRthQuake 

last yeaR. that bRoke the bay bRidge. isn’t this exciting? is 
this what excitement feels like? it is wise to match motheR’s 
mood. 

this is now exciting. when the heaRt Races, and the body 

tRembles and eveRy paRt of you is scReaming Run away—hold 

still. 

we like this, we tell ouRselves. don’t be a pussy. don’t be 

weak. you can be many things with motheR but not weak. not 

vulneRable. not scaRed. i am not suRe which cReatuRe heRe i 

am moRe afRaid of. 

we will make this exciting. we will leaRn to love this. this is 

what stRength is. this is what good is. this is what it means 

to be a woman; when youR body tells you to Run, you will 

hold still. 

Rohan finishes, flops on his back. i continue to cRy. i smile. i 

think to myself, i neveR have to do that eveR again. it feels 

like a Release. all at once, eveRy sexual encounteR with a man 

just flipped aRound in my memoRies. fRom this peRspective, i 
could now see how uncomfoRtable i have always been having 

sex with men. how i had to be dRunk, how they had to be 

ugly, how i would push it into pain. my sisteR used a RazoR 

blade, and i used cock. 

i tell Rohan i neveR want to have sex with a man again. he 

seems genuinely shocked. i asked him what he thought i was 

cRying about. 

because the sex was so good. 

this was not the fiRst time a man didn’t stop fucking me when 

i staRted cRying, but it will be the last. 
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How It Feels to Fall
Jan Edwards Hemming

in june 2011, i attended my fiRst pRide.

i RemembeR how neRvous i was. i woRe a ponytail and a 

paisley sundRess, the closest thing to Rainbow that i owned. 

as i stood sweating in the midday sun next to my giRlfRiend,
asha, i still didn’t undeRstand the appeal of paRades wheRe 

beads weRen’t thRown (the louisianian in me Runs deep), but 

i clapped and cheeRed and teaRed up watching all those 

people who felt comfoRtable in theiR own skin. i was so 

jealous of them. asha and i had been togetheR foR almost 

five months, but she consistently Reminded me that i wasn’t 

“Really gay.” i thought i was pRetty gay, but i had had 

Relationships with men, and good sex with them, too, and 

i didn’t know what that meant. “boRn this way” played on 

Repeat as the floats passed by. what made someone gay 

enough?

afteR the paRade, we walked thRough the west village 

to meet heR fRiends foR dRinks. two days pRioR, the new 

yoRk state senate had voted to legalize gay maRRiage, and 

on bleeckeR, the michael koRs stoRefRont was pRactically 

aflame. identical eye-height plastic cakes stood next to 

each otheR, one topped with two gRooms, the otheR with 

two bRides. we took photos thRough the glass. we kissed. 

lateR that afteRnoon, i dRunkenly slipped my hand up heR 

skiRt and fucked heR in the back of a baR. i couldn’t help 

myself; i neveR wanted to stop touching heR. when the 

baRtendeR asked us to leave, i Reddened, thinking of how i’d 

played baRbies as a giRl: how i’d had them slip each otheR’s 
stRappy dResses fRom shouldeRs, slowly lean in to kiss; and 

the unending desiRe i had to know how that felt in Real 

life. 
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now that i knew, i didn’t want to stop. i’d neveR felt that 

way about a guy. i thought that must count foR something. 

asha and i had a steReotypically fast-pRogRessing lesbian 

Relationship. we met in the last week of januaRy and 

became immediately insepaRable. we emailed constantly,
because i didn’t have unlimited texting yet. we fucked at 

my apaRtment at lunchtime and had dinneR togetheR eveRy 

night. we saw movies at an old theateR in chelsea and 

walked miles aRound manhattan, talking about eveRything 

and nothing. 
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she was despeRately chaRming, stRikingly pRetty. she left 

notes on my bed when she went to woRk in the moRning. 

she took me to heR favoRite spots in the city (she’d been 

theRe almost a decade), suRpRised me with floweR deliveRies,
told me she’d neveR met anybody like me. i admittedly was 

smitten. even when we staRted fighting, even badly and in 

public, i didn’t bReak up with heR. she told me i wouldn’t 

find anybody like heR, and i was teRRified she was Right. i 

was teRRified of being gay and thought that, maybe if the 

Relationship lasted long enough, when i finally came out to 

my motheR, she wouldn’t be able to call it a phase.

even afteR the satuRday night in eaRly may when asha’s 
fRiend attacked my fRiend at a paRty, and secuRity foRcibly 

Removed asha and heR fRiend fRom the apaRtment complex,
i went afteR heR because i knew she would blame me foR it 

all if i didn’t. even when she spun me aRound, called me a 

whoRe, and shoved my face-down on the sidewalk in fRont 

of duplex, and i lay theRe in a stupoR, feeling the cut on 

my chin and staRing up at the lights fRom stonewall next 

dooR, thinking, stupidly, of gay Rights—i didn’t bReak up 

with heR. she followed me to my apaRtment and cRied and 

apologized and said i just made heR feel so insecuRe. i let 

heR in. in the moRning it was sunny, and i had too much to 

lose. we went to bRunch and dRank champagne.

it always went like this:

heRe is the wine we will dRink. asha has picked it (and 

also this RestauRant) because i have pooR taste and do 

not know about wine. i do not know about endive salads,
oR the fRench RestauRant wheRe asha says she saw jake 

gyllenhaal and tayloR swift (youR giRl, she calls heR, heR 

voice dRipping with disappRoval) dining togetheR last yeaR. 

i do not know about asking foR black cloth napkins to keep 

the lint off black pants. i do not know that industRial Rock 

is the genRe to which nine inch nails foRmally belongs. i do 

not know the bands Rilo kiley oR veRuca salt, oR about the 

intRicacies of fleetwood mac’s band membeRs’ affaiRs. i do 

not know the lesbian baRs in new yoRk city; i have neveR 

been to one, and now that asha and i aRe togetheR, why 

would you even want to go? those giRls aRe pRedatoRs. i 

also do not know anything about being gay. i do not, it 

seems, know anything. 

talking with heR felt like talking with my fatheR: eveRy 

aRgument was moot because she inheRently knew betteR—
knew me betteR than i knew myself because she was oldeR 

and that’s how it woRks. she told me my fRiends weRen’t my 

Real fRiends: they’ll abandon you afteR gRad school. they 

only caRe about you because they eitheR want to fuck you 

oR don’t know what they want out of life.
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she told me i didn’t caRe about heR, that i was selfish. 

when i made a plan that didn’t involve heR, she’d say, my 

time is veRy pRecious due to lack of it, so how i spend it is 

veRy impoRtant to me. if someone doesn’t have the time foR 

me than [sic] i ceRtainly won’t make the time foR them when 

it’s convenient foR them, but then if i tRied to change my 

plans to see heR, i’d be met with snaRk: i must say, youR 24-
houR tuRn aRound foR booking is betteR than a continental 

flight—thoRoughly impRessed; oR she’d deny that she’d 

wanted to see me, saying, i’m playing catch up on my life as 

i have been doing foR the past 5 weeks because i’ve been in 

jan-land. heR disdain was vinegaR, pickling the paRts of me i 

thought i knew. 

so i staRted yelling. i didn’t know any otheR way to be 

heaRd. 

the night that i bRoke heR Rib, we had just aRRived home 

fRom eating at a new pizza RestauRant in the west village. 

asha had gladly eaten the food, but it was somehow my 

fault that she had done so. fRom the bathRoom i listened 

to heR yell and bRushed my teeth too haRd, tRying to hold 

my tongue on what i wanted to say: that foR someone so 

much oldeR and wiseR than me, shouldn’t she know by now 

how lactose intoleRance woRks? then, she was in my face,
shouting that my fRiends specifically picked that place 

because they knew i’d get sick!, and i snapped. i slammed 

down my toothbRush and pushed heR away fRom me. she 

stumbled backwaRd, and then she was wailing and calling 

me a bitch (which wasn’t unusual), and i told heR to just 

get up.

as it tuRned out, asha’s Rib had fRactuRed wheRe she’d 

fallen into the toilet papeR holdeR that jutted out 

fRom the wall: such a small, stupid thing. this, as with 

eveRything, was my fault, because heR woRds neveR left a 

maRk. i set up the aiR mattRess in the “living Room” (if you 

can call it that, in heR studio apaRtment) in fRont of the 

couch. i piled it with pillows and coveRed heR in kisses and 

wept like a soRe with apology. it huRt to bReathe, she said,
but she felt fine enough to have sex—which we did, a lot,
because that was all we eveR did. fuck and fight and fight 

and fuck. i was aiR; she was fiRe; i fed heR open wounds. she 

suffocated eveRything that was living; the sky was Red, the 

tRees had buRned, and my skin tuRned gRey with ash.

a few days lateR, she left foR a woRk tRip, and i lay still 

on the deflating mattRess. i thought of heR hands: the fiRst 

and thiRd nails bitten, a scRape on the middle knuckle, 
each slendeR bone that neveR leaRned to play the piano but 
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Of all the things I love about you (and I’ll never be 

able to make all these things concrete—as in make a 

list—because they’re so infinite), I love your magic 

the most. Your electric eyes are a close second.

I know who you are... I know your purpose in my life and I 
know mine in yours and it’s not typical and it’s not short and 
it’s something full of depth and it’s something I will always 

need, have always needed, like water. 

My fondest memory of us is resting between your legs...your words 

echoing through me as you read that poem to me. Sexiest moment I 
think I’ve ever had.

I want you with me—where you belong—and with no one else 
because it makes sense.

You’re unforgettable because you’re an exceptionally 
lovable person. I’ll unforget you always and forever :)
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should have (they aRe piano hands). i 
examined my hands: they weRe mine, but 

they weRe also heRs. all of me was. 

because foR eveRy awful thing she 

said, theRe was something chaRming,
something sweet:
theRe was so much conflicting 

infoRmation, so many sentiments i 

couldn’t keep stRaight. i didn’t know 

what i was doing wRong. how could 

she see me so cleaRly, and then so 

Quickly foRget who i was?

it has nice legs, she always said 

about wine. that means it’s expensive,
you know. things, things, always 

things. she swiRled it pRetentiously 

and watched the teaRs dRop back 

down the sides of the glass. i Read 

about it; the only thing legs on 

wine Really indicates is that it has a 

higheR alcohol oR sugaR content. in 

fact, only beginneR wine connoisseuRs 

tend to RefeR to them, undeR the 

misconception that they indicate the 

Quality of the wine. i neveR told heR 

that. i only cRied and hated myself 

and wondeRed what kind of peRson i 

was becoming. i had no idea what i was 

doing, and no idea who i was.

even still, as i sit heRe and Read this 

back, i am oveRwhelmed with guilt. 

even now, i still feel that i am the one 

who failed.
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The tide goes out, and our 

castle appears.

Katrina has fake acrylic nails, 
French-tipped. I am eleven, maybe 

twelve, and she’s into wearing 

bandanas over her hair so I 

wear them too. My family comes 

here for Christmas most years. 

We leave on the twenty-third 

and stay until the third or 

fourth day of January. This is 

the first year I will make it up 

past midnight on New Year’s, but 

it’s mostly because this is the 

year I see Jurassic Park 3 and 

I am afraid of velociraptors 

tearing through the house’s 
glass windows. 

that face the ocean. My dad 

says the glass isn’t tempered 

like it would be at home, so I 

imagine velociraptors breaking 

through into the living room 

and I’m stabbed with big green 

shards of glass before they rip 

my arms off and eat me.

This year I ride in Katrina’s dad’s Hummer, 
a big gold boxy ugly fucking thing, but it’s 
the biggest car I’ve ever been in, and he has 

a lot of money, and he takes us bowling, 
just the three of us, and back at his house 

Katrina runs her acrylic nails up and down 

my bare back, up and down and in circles, 
and it feels so good. My mom does it for me 

sometimes. But I don’t want my mom to touch 

me anymore. I’m that age, the right age to 

feel that way.

Nails
megan 

swanson
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This is a few years before things start to get really messed 

up, before we stop going on family vacations because my 

mom drinks too much and sits on strangers’ laps in front 

of my dad and her dad and everyone else. This, as far 

as I know, is a good year. People are happy. I pretend to 

be asleep on the couch and hear my parents whispering 

about something in the kitchen and because I’m twelve or 

thirteen I think it’s about sex, it has to be about sex, and 

I am repulsed and squeeze my eyes shut so hard but keep 

pretending to be asleep because I want to hear about it.

This is also the way I learn the word “grope”, when I am 

ten or eleven: pretending to be asleep in the car with my 

dad and my uncle, secretly listening to them talk about 

women they had been with. I look the word up later in the 

dictionary after we get back to my uncle’s house. They must 

have seen me do it.

I have a lot of pen 

pals. One of them, 
Jo, I met when my 

family went camping 

one time and we set 

up our tent next to 

her family’s camper, 
and Jo showed me 

how to stay really 

really still and 

wait for chipmunks 

to crawl up to our 

hands and pluck 

Cocoa Puffs from 

our palms with their 

little chipmunky 

fingers.

Jo has horses, and she sends me photos of her next to them 

with some of her letters. I send her little fluffs of sheep 

wool that I pull from the fence in the big field near my 

house. This is a few years before there won’t be sheep there 

anymore, just houses. I stick Jo’s letters to my bulletin 

board and keep them there for years.



The tide goes out and our 

castle appears. Mussels 

pop and click in the air, 
like they’re shocked the 

water’s gone for a while. 

There are snails stuck to 

the side, and Katrina picks 

some off and I tell her 

Stop, don’t hurt them, and 

when she tries to put them 

back on they won’t hold 

onto the rock and they 

fall down to the damp 

sand and later I forget 

that they’re there and step 

on them.

The castle is this big rock coral thing, carved out by 

waves, and this year I’m still short enough to stand all 

the way up inside it.

It smells of salt and rot. Some 

of the mussels are already dead, 
not popping and clicking anymore. 

Katrina’s dad is off doing real 

estate stuff—that’s how he got 

all his money—and my parents 

let me wander with her because 

my grandpa knows Katrina’s 
dad kind of well. I don’t know 

how. Katrina wears a red paisley 

bandana and I have a green one. 

My hair is braided. Our skin is tan 

and my legs are in that weird 

long lanky phase that I want 

to grow out of. In the castle 

we take off our tank tops and 

Katrina undoes my bikini and 

tickles and scratches her nails 

against my skin. I lie flat on my 

front in the sand in the castle, 
and the waves crash on and on, 
but the tide won’t be in for a 

while. We’re safe.
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Katrina gives me fake nails to 

wear, the kind that are whole 

fingertips, little plastic caps I 

stick on all my fingers, so I’m 

not just pretending to have long 

purple nails but brand-new skin.

They make me feel witchy. Katrina 

lies down on her stomach, 
her head on her folded arms. 

Through a hole in the castle I 

watch a man with a sunhat lead 

two horses down the beach. A 

third follows, un-harnessed, a 

ways behind. His head bobs and 

I feel sorry for him. Katrina’s 
back is sunburned and peeling in 

little flaky circles.

The plastic nails leave marks on her skin, 
first white where they press and then a 

darker red where they scratch.

We do this, trading off, for hours.
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this is the yeaR befoRe i get my 

fiRst pimple. my family will go 

camping in coloRado and on the 

way my mom will buy me cleaRasil,
and it will cRust white on the 

pimple and dRy it all out. cleaRasil 

will neveR woRk foR me again. on 

this tRip i will have a cRush on 

this oldeR boy, seth, whose family 

is staying in the same campgRound,
and when i play caRds with him 

alone in his campeR i heaR that 

shaggy song “it wasn’t me” foR 

the fiRst time. i will feel guilty 

foR listening to it. we’ll exchange 

addResses and i’ll send him a 

letteR but he won’t wRite me back.

in the town wheRe my family goes foR chRistmas theRe’s a 

little shop that we go to eveRy yeaR, and eveRy yeaR my 

mom buys me a little wooden tuRtle, sometimes a small one 

and sometimes a big one, sometimes a big one with Ridges 

on its back like an alligatoR, all painted diffeRent bRight 

coloRs and dotted with white. theiR necks aRe long and 

aRe hooked to a piece of stRetchy stRing so when you tap 

theiR heads they bob aRound in the shells. she collects 

them, my mom tells the woman who sells the tuRtles to us. 

she has so many. and i feel so stupid, this yeaR. this is the 

last yeaR i’ll ask foR a wooden tuRtle. but my mom will 

keep them all in a shoebox glued oveR with baby photos of 

me cut with cRazy scissoRs. the tuRtles will sit collected 

in a coRneR of the box, next to a pink plastic baby bottle-
shaped containeR that holds my teeth.

this is a few yeaRs befoRe i will have 

acRylic fake nails, fRench-tipped. this 

is a few yeaRs befoRe i will fingeR a 

giRl, afRaid the nails will huRt heR,
but she’ll say they won’t, it doesn’t 

huRt, it feels good. afteRwaRd she’ll 
lie on heR chest in my bed and i’ll 
tickle heR back, up and down, up 

and down and in ciRcles, and i’ll 
know exactly how good it feels. heR 

skin won’t be sunbuRned. heR skin 

will have little zits aRound heR 

shouldeRs, and the tips of them will 

collect undeR my nails, and she’ll 
have fReckles down heR spine, and 

dimples at heR hips.

i’ll get acRylic nails one moRe time,
when i’m an adult, and i’ll hate 

them. i’ll bite them all off.
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it’s easier to consume pain than talk about it 
Lexi McDonald

my body knew how to fight long befoRe i did, long befoRe 

my fatheR told eveRyone that i was fluent in czech at five,
long befoRe i was held up against his bRotheR’s childRen 

and the wall with chRistmas stockings swaying. 

we tiptoed aRound conveRsations about math and science 

but slide tackled at eveRy tuesday and thuRsday socceR 

pRactice and my fatheR came home puRple and limping afteR 

kRav maga moRe than once. 

my body was eleven when it became full of chia seeds:
swallowed in a glass of wateR, pocketed in cottage cheese,
shRedded in a pRotein smoothie. he said, they'll make you 

thin, and so i put them in eveRything. 

we listened to the veRve and clive cussleR and ohio state 

football in the caR and i tRaced the cReases in the tan 

leatheR like heaRt lines on a palm, my fatheR saying, i’ll 
give you a dollaR if you can name that singeR, me always 

guessing, myant myant aye? so that i could be Right just 

once. 

my body, pokeR faced and shin splints. his, flushed and 

RunneR’s high. we paint. me, with woRds. he, with agony. 
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fiRst month,

i had it all stung into me: the piano baR,
the soft and tRembling glitteR, peRpetual fiRe-eateR,
men standing out in times sQuaRe. 

city-woRm foRmed in my bRain canal

and theRe was no stopping it. couldn’t go

back to sweet hay, oR blue octobeR, oR

the tendeR flame buRning low. i 

fell in love with a pRactical woman, a
yes ma’am and a no ma’am, good bag

slung on heR shouldeR at the tRain platfoRm. 

she knew how to walk fast and laughed

with a gRit and gutteR-coloRed buRn. knew the

simple teRRible secRet of getting up in the moRning

and taking bouRbon at night, undRessed

in the small unpainted Room, in the cold city

with its coloRless distant light. one day, wind was bitteR

and in passing i looked at heR & was out of

love. but it had all been stung into me, anyhow. 

New 
York

Willa Colleary
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you bought youRself youR own sazon. online shopping,
oRdeRing gRoceRies foR deliveRy. seasonings aisle. it caught 

youR eye. 

you bought it, unpacked it, set it on the shelf next to 

the papRika and the cuRRy, next to the bRowning youR 

gRandmotheR gave you fRom a batch she made fouR months 

ago. oR was it five?

you watch the sazon on the shelf: oRange and tan, pale 

pink, yellow logo. you imagine youR hands as youR motheR’s 
hands; washing the chicken, cleaning the tendons, Rubbing 

it thoRoughly with the seasoning. get undeR the skin, a 

memoRy says. it sounds like youR motheR’s voice. 

in a minute, youR hands aRe tinted oRange, and they smell 

like salt. Resist the uRge to lick them but wondeR if the Red 

diRt of home tastes like sazon. 

put the chicken in the oven and bake at thRee-fifty degRees 

foR at least twenty minutes. tuRn it oveR. twenty minutes 

moRe. check if you can pull the meat fRom the bone with 

just a gentle touch. tRy not to cRy when it’s still a little 

pink inside at youR tug. 15 moRe minutes. you sit and watch 

the chicken gRow slowly bRown in the oven and think of 

that stoRy by sandRa ciseneRos. you think of how much you 

hate that stoRy. manage to somehow get the chicken out 

befoRe it was too dRy, but you Realize it’s not like mom’s. 

yet as you sit on the flooR (because you haven’t bought 

fuRnituRe yet), you think it’s pRetty good foR youR fiRst 

chicken in youR fiRst apaRtment 2,000 miles away fRom 

home. 

you call youR motheR and you tell heR you bought sazon. 

the walls feel a little waRmeR with the sound of heR 

laugh.

you buy yourself your own sazon
Ayana O’brien
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today nothing Quite felt Real. 

i changed my outfit 12 times befoRe i felt Ready to go out. i didn’t 

intend to see anyone, but i have a hoRRible case of the what ifs,
all of the time. i knew i just needed to get myself moving, even if i 

was not Red caRpet Ready. 

hollywood touRist attRactions aRe usually walks like the avenue of 

the staRs, oR a good view of ouR namesake sign, so i was intRigued 

by the “vine staiRs” that google maps kept flagging foR me. (the 

google monsteR knows i need to walk, and pRobably also knows 

when i am depRessed.)

when i lived in san fRancisco, i used to love to climb up the staiRs 

in my neighboRhood and watch the sunset. theRe was something 

paRticulaRly sacRed and seRene about this activity. theRe was 

haRdly anyone theRe, but when theRe was, it was like we weRe 

all in agReement to let the moment be honoRed silently and 

individually, despite the fact we weRe all expeRiencing something so 

magical togetheR. 

i needed to find that walk foR me heRe. oR maybe, i just wanted to 

get out of my house: to get out of my skin. so, i tRied something 

new, and i set out on my new walk. 

a few blocks in, i walked up to a massive apaRtment building. 

honestly, it looks like a castle. i have only eveR seen it fRom my 

caR, and i have neveR been so close. it is almost daunting. wheneveR 

i see a building like this, i can only think about how expensive it 

must be to live theRe. (foR this, capitalism has Really Ruined my 

bRain.) but theRe i was, at its base, looking up at it like a castle. 

i Quickly walked away. i don’t think i am meant to confRont class 

that closely. 

it seemed like the only way to aRRive at my summit was to walk 

up the hill, and something about that made me feel bRave. still 

with each step, i wondeRed why the fuck i was doing this. what a 

stRange phenomenon: continuing on with my walk as i consideRed 

how, actually, i did not have to walk, and yet i do. i walk, even 

though i feel massively uncomfoRtable, and i want to complain 

about how fucking hot it is, how i feel coveRed in a second skin of 

sweat, and how my shoRts keep Riding up my thighs (which i am suRe 

is just as ugly as it is uncomfoRtable). i just keep walking. maybe 

i just needed to defeat myself to get up the hill. i don’t know 

what is the tRueR veRsion of me: the one that pushes thRough the 

challenge, oR the one that goes home.

befoRe the helicopteRs and the tRagic b-Roll of teaRy-eyed 

childRen, saugus was a somewhat unRemaRkable high school and i 

First Walk
Sarah Childrey
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was a modeRately-RemaRkable student, tRansfixed with gRades and 

clubs and ReheaRsals. i was shelteRed, laRgely by my own effoRt;
an adolescent feaR of the adult woRld paiRed with undiagnosed 

obsessive compulsive disoRdeR left me void of any classic teenage 

cuRiosity foR dRugs oR paRties oR sex. 

i found that i must have chosen a walk that was RemaRkably 

inclined, which makes sense since, you know, staiRs. but i hadn’t 

thought of it like that. 

i began to log eveRything i saw. foR no Reason at all, i consideRed 

myself a jouRnalist, doing ReseaRch as a flaneuR, taking 

photogRaphs of people’s stained glass windows and the loveliest 

floweRs in theiR yaRd. as i began to examine the foliage, i laughed 

to find that the most pRominent item on the vine was a bag of 

pRetzels. empty, of couRse, oR else i may have been tempted. in 

hindsight, i should have thRown them in a tRash can. but i left 

them theRe. i wondeR what that says about me.

when i finally located the stReet to tuRn on, i was tRoubled. huge 

signage claimed “not a thRough stReet” in bold letteRs. i looked 

at it, and Realized i was tilting my head and sQuinting. i wondeRed 

if anyone in theiR house was peeking out theiR window, watching 

my confusion. did it Read as confusion, oR wondeR? would they 

think i was evil? that i am paRt of some huge scheme to Rob theiR 

neighboRhood, sending someone to look at all theiR stained glass 

and pRetty dooRs, photogRaph it, and keep on walking, with theiR 

baseball cap and huge headphones?

suddenly, it dawned on me how incRedibly unlikely it was anyone 

happened to be looking. so, who was i even peRfoRming foR?

but back to the sign: i felt like i could find my way thRough. 

besides, i was alReady on the stReet. and, isn’t the only way out,
notoRiously, thRough?

i suddenly, painfully, felt a deep gRief that no one was heRe to see 

these new steps with me. wouldn’t they feel just as magical as san 

fRancisco? maybe the silent community of my sunset steps was moRe 

valuable than i Realized. what was i going to do, with no audience, 
oR no scene paRtneR? how would i explain this lateR, and to who?
why did i want to explain it lateR at all?

the steps weRe beginning to come into view now. it was some magic,
the way the tRees hung down, making it haRd to see the whole 

staiRcase. theRe it was. and i laughed. i laughed in my belly, i 
laughed and despeRately called foR aiR. the staiRcase is neaRly 

nothing: it is only about 16 steps, with nothing to see at the 

bottom oR top. and that’s all it is. and all it has to be. 

so, it’s cleaR now to me how i will explain this lateR. it will be 

just like this, and to you:

i don’t know what makes me walk, oR why 

my destination always ReQuiRes me to walk 

uphill. i don’t know what makes me wRite,
and i don’t know why i have to feel seen. but 

i do know, it feels so lovely to be on a walk,
holding onto an idea.
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i had a goldfish at this time in my life, my eaRly 20’s, i’d 

named him Red. oR peRhaps heR, i’d neveR botheRed to figuRe 

out how to check the gendeR of a goldfish—but Red soRt 

of seemed of the boyish vaRiety. he was doing the soRt 

of thing he noRmally did in his tank, floating aRound. i 

watched him foR a moment, “Red, what’s the matteR with me 

do you think?”.

he didn’t say much of anything, so i continued on. 

“you’Re supposed to be comfoRting, Right? that’s why i 

bought you fRom the pet stoRe. you’Re a comfoRt animal,
Right?”

actually i’d bought Red because he was just about the last 

gold fish left in the little cups at the shop. theRe weRe 

two otheRs but they weRe faRing Quite pooRly, just about 

dead in theiR little plastic cups. theiR fins weRe a sickly 

shade of gRay and it looked like they weRen’t bReathing 

coRRectly, by the way they weRen’t bReathing at all. maybe 

it was some kind of chaRity on my paRt, but i’d felt like i 

needed to save Red, oR at least give him a betteR shot at 

life... oR something. i’d had him foR a yeaR and he neveR 

seemed to caRe one way oR anotheR about being saved oR 

about my conveRsations but i talked to him anyway.

little beads of sweat peaked out fRom undeR my Red angels 

cap and i Questioned to myself whetheR i should sit with 

Red oR have a cigaRette oR peRhaps both at once. this was 

my yeaR of solitude, oR so i was calling it. it had been 11 

months since i’d been with a man, oR a woman foR that 

matteR. i suppose it was beginning to weaR on me, though 

at the same time i was falling into liking it. things weRe 

simple this way. theRe weRe no feelings to consideR, little 

Responsibility, and a complete absence of tRifling about my 

appeaRance. it was me and Red and that was betteR than 

enough—i’d had it with people foR good. 

i pulled a tiny black lighteR out of my jacket pocket. it was 

cute, small, and one of those types of plastic lighteRs that 

might woRk foR a few weeks at best. i checked my otheR 

pocket but it seemed to be completely void of a cigaRette 

box. i checked the desk dRaweR too—empty. 

“oh man, Red. i guess i’m gonna have to head to the 

gRoceRy. we’Re clean out of smokes.”

Oh My Angel
Grant Brumage-Heller
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Red wasn’t a smokeR, but i thought he might like to paRtake 

if he could bReath in aiR instead of wateR. i always left 

a cigaRette by the fish bowl foR him so he could feel 

included. a cigaRette Rested theRe now, but it seemed wRong 

to gReedily snatch it away. betteR to go get some moRe of 

my own, i thought, than to taRnish ouR fRiendship. 

eveRy time i left the house i woRRied Red might get lonely. 

sometimes i’d put on a cd if i knew i’d be gone foR a while. 

his favoRite was a faye wong album, something nice to 

swim to. theRe wasn’t much company aRound, and besides, i 
didn’t even have a television foR him to watch. i buttoned 

up my denim jacket and pushed my angels cap down on my 

foRehead. 

i spent a while bRowsing the peanut butteR—theRe weRe a 

dReadful amount of options of couRse. instinctively i looked 

up, and theRe, in a pool of pale floRescent beauty was 

peRhaps the most stRiking lady i’d eveR seen. 

she was dRessed in cool black heels, a simple floRal skiRt,
and a daRk cRimson top that was tailoRed to cRadle heR 

shaRp foRm. we made eye contact foR a moment, heR cool 

bRown eyes kissing that aiR that sepaRated us. she was 

an unusually alluRing soRt of beauty, like one might see 

in a Runway show of an avant gaRde designeR. it seemed a 

mistake to see heR heRe and not in paRis. then she walked 

away. i felt my cheeks buRning. 

the cashieR was a youngeR, college-aged woman, with a big 

silveR nose Ring and plenty of hand tattoos. Right in fRont 

of me stood the giRl i’d seen eaRlieR, with heR dazzling aiR 

of tRuth. she looked up at me again, peRhaps sensing my eyes 

on heR. we made eye contact foR a moment, yet stRangely 

neitheR of us looked away. she failed to size me up, oR 

guess some intention, oR to Read my face—this much i could 

feel. instead she just looked stRaight into me, guessing much 

moRe. i wish i had been so smaRt, so astute to do the same. i 

neveR knew such a skill as heRs existed until that moment,
and neveR knew how seveRely lacking in pRoficiency i was. 

heR fixed eyes weRe cool bRown pools like the stoRms 

of satuRn. i tRied to open my mouth but found i couldn’t. 
eveRy bReath felt like cold concRete enteRing my lungs. 

i wished so badly to call out just a few meteRs away to 

say something, but what? only a few feet of gRoceRy 

stoRe sepaRated us, but between us was a thousand 

mile Rift in my head. whateveR connection we’d 

just expeRienced was obliteRated 

as she went to the RegisteR to 

pay, handing an exceedingly 

aveRage looking cRedit caRd 

to the nose Ringed cashieR. 



i was lost in myself suddenly. lost at the idea of being 

alone. Realizing how foolish that idea was. what a stupid 

concept. what a hoRRible pRoposition i’d Resigned myself to. 

wheRe was the glamouR and the Ritz of solitude? in fact 

theRe was none. but now the giRl with the stoRmy bRown 

eyes, she was gone. the automatic dooR slid shut behind heR, 
and i was huRRying to pay foR my peanut betteR. it seemed 

so unimpoRtant, i baRely heaRd what the nose Ring said to 

me. the hand tattoos weRe talking about some change foR 

my twenty dollaR bill, but i didn’t caRe. i left without a 

bag, almost foRgetting the peanut butteR entiRely.

i Realized i must say something to that giRl with the satuRn 

eyes. she’d seen me, but i needed heR to know that i’d seen 

heR too. Really seen heR, at least foR a fleeting moment. so 

i was walking bRiskly to the dooR and flying away into an 

empty paRking lot. the sky was black as coffee, dRizzling 

with a subtle Rain that offeRed no comfoRt.

i found myself alone, amidst a small smatteRing of caRs. 

i tRaced back and foRth with my pupils thRough the few 

Rows of spaces, dimly lit by a waveRing stReetlight. she was 

entiRely gone, like she’d scaRcely existed at all. theRe was 

no giRl left in the paRking lot. theRe weRe no satuRn stoRm 

eyes. my angels hat slowly gRew wet with Rain, each dRop 

sagging it fuRtheR down my foRehead.

i looked foR a long time, in that deseRted paRking lot. a 

few caRs came and went, until theRe was just one left 

undeR the faint light. finally, the nose Ring was locking the 

fRont dooR and telling me i’d betteR leave. i walked home,
meandeRing towaRds Red and ouR dusty apaRtment on 4th 

stReet. the night seemed cold but alive somehow. i fiddled 

with my lighteR as i Rounded the coRneR to the iRon gated 

dooR of my apaRtment building. it was old and diRty, but 

full of pRomise like a tatteRed boot.

Red was inside his bowl, not doing much of anything. i 

Reached in my pocket foR a cigaRette and found i still 

didn’t have any. gingeRly, i picked up the one next to Red’s 
bowl and lit it foR myself, listening to faye wong sing us 

softly thRough the night.
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an act of love in digestion
Rosie Steiner

the first act of love shared 
between my sister and i 
was the splitting of 
chinese dumplings—
greasy, satisfying takeout,
adjacent from each other 
 in a restaurant,
 across the dinner table, 
and i don’t think either 
of us knew it. 

the dumplings were thick,
sometimes soggy, but 
juicy all the same. the bottom 
was splotchy brown and crispy,
where it kissed the pan. 

she took the insides, i took the skin. it 
was just a hollow shell in my mouth 
but that was enough for me,
and she ate the rest. plucked 
between little fingers beneath
the yellow light above our 
kitchen table. 

and in the years when she 
started to eat the whole dumpling 
herself, it felt a little 
like betrayal.
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a pride isn’t just a bunch of pussies
Lexi McDonald

but my fRiends and i have lived a hundRed yeaRs fRom 

coRnish, maine to oRlando, floRida with one set of paRents, then thRee 

deaR bRotheRs who dRop out with big sisteR syndRome 

eveRy one fooling theiR motheRs into paRading them 

foRgoing theiR daughteRs; teacheRs, healthcaRe woRkeRs, ReseaRch 

technicians—giRls who’ve been kicked out foR kissing giRls bRave 

hell so moms could come to teRms with themselves 

insist on punishing daughteRs whose pRide they envy 

jesus, my fRiends and i have lived a hundRed yeaRs 

kaleidoscoped aRound bReakups and bReakthRoughs and outbReaks 

lost baRbies, polly pockets, ameRican giRl dolls, ameRica’s next top 

model, suRvived weight watcheRs, high school, fReshman fifteen,

numeRous pandemic eating disoRdeRs, mount eveRest 

oxygen, enjoyed senioR week wine tastings, new cities,

pittsbuRgh pRide dRag 

Queen-billy-poRteR-in-a-conveRtible, gRateful-to-be-alive pRide 

Reaching-foR-each-otheR-in-the-cRowd, sweating-off-ouR-glitteR 

stReameRs-wRapped-aRound-the-bRidge, waRming-ouR-way-thRough-a 

thRee-mile-paRade, dRinking-in-a-hot-apaRtment-befoRe-Rocky-hoRRoR 

unbRidled-joy 

volume all the way up & sunRoof open like we’Re emma watson 

wallfloweRs with ouR haiR tangled and ouR coRsets tight time tRaveling 

except my fRiends and i haven’t even lived 

yet  

148



149



the lady and the monkey look at each otheR in mutual 

shock and Recognition that they occupy the same space. and 

the monkey pRotects a hoaRd of coloR and depth. i imagine 

the lady just tuRned heR head towaRds them foR the fiRst 

time and is shocked she’s not alone. she shaRes heR space 

with a beautiful animal who looks at heR with feRocity and 

teRRoR. i imagine the next moment afteR theiR initial eye 

contact can go in a few diRections. if she can acknowledge 

they aRe the same—that she’s been holding them back and 

making them suspicious, then the monkey will let go of 

theiR gRip and shaRe eveRything they’ve been guaRding. if 

she denies them, then she’ll neveR know what tReasuRes 

they hold. theRe’s a Risk that the monkey might lunge at 

heR to pRotect themself if she Rejects them.

i made this piece on impulse, and only afteR making it did i 

see it was a self-poRtRait. i acknowledged that the monkey 

was me and available to me if i put my hand down and gave 

them peRmission to let go. if i said “hello.” i might not look 

as peRfect and impenetRable once i made fRiends with them. 

they need me to accept the mess and not knowing of it all. 

in my life now, i believe we shaRe the canvas. i give the 

monkey space to shaRe with me what they know and see. i 

don’t Relate to the stiff, peRfect lady gasping at heR own 

shadow. theRe’s fReedom in that.

You?!
Edie Darling
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Embodied
Corey Near-Ansari

maRch 31, 2023 tRans day of visibility 

embodied

i love the way my voice cRacks like asphalt on the city 

stReets like a bRoken plate glued back togetheR with gold

when my voice cRacks i laugh and i love it moRe than i eveR 

have

i used to hide my laugh and tailoR it but i pull that thRead 

and laugh with my whole chest

no my whole body that i can now feel so close with each 

needle in my skin

i love my voice most as it gRows hoaRse fRom shouting in 

those cRacked stReets

that was the fiRst time i Really heaRd my voice coming fRom 

my body

no my soul
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tRilling voices issue fRom the 

next Room,
music mixed with the sullen 

humming of a weaRy fan,
tiRedly tuRning summeR aiR. 

muffled voices, hitting the table 

with eageR little hands. 

the futuRe unfolds itself.

it possesses theiR heaRts 

with cReativity and wondeR. 

with instRuctions, they embaRk—
exploRing the woRld thRough 

the tuRnings 

of young minds. 

nothing is finished, nothing is 

done. 

they aRe not who we aRe,
they aRe not who we would be. 

they aRe fResh, fRee—foR the 

moment—
fRom ouR old pRejudices. 

they haven’t leaRned ouR eRRoRs

but they will leaRn theiR own. 

they will follow paths of 

discoveRy 

and suppRession. 

they will wobble on stiff legs 

past weaRy facades and empty 

caR paRks. 

they will leaRn new facts. 

they will cheRish old gods (new 

sciences). 
they will make the aRt of the 

woRld. 

acRoss the Room, little voices.

they aRe not afRaid.

they don’t yet fully compRehend 

theiR place,
but they aRe alReady pRepaRing—
foR what, they do not know. 

they aRe the new aRtists, and 

they will be heRe

when theRe is nothing left of us

those who taught them how to 

make.

New Artists
Marisca Pichette
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Old Ladies
Clio Barrett
theRe is this new filteR called old age oR old oR aged oR

something Related to being wRinkled,

to being waRped and                

thRust 60 yeaRs into the futuRe,

two veRsions of youR face stacked one on top of the otheR.

i show my giRl and i see young me and old me look at heR.

i see young heR and old heR 

look at heRself.

and all of a sudden we aRe simultaneously gRey haiRed and sun spotted

and still completely ouRselves.

how badly i want to be a 70 yeaR old woman in heR bed having spent 

all my life exploRing all that is outside of it,

landing back in a thousand shedding featheRs with heR next to me.

how nostalgic i am foR folds and cReases i have neveR had.

i Realize i am impatient.

that i would jump past the mess of all the yeaRs that sepaRate the two 

veRsions of me and heR,

tRade the iRReplaceable singulaRly of each moment in each yeaR,

all the bRiefly owned time to just be old and in love with the same giRl.

with heR a wasted day is not a waste, it is a blessing.

we can be young a little longeR. 
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a cotton housedRess of a woman

ace bandages ciRcle 

gRandmotheR’s legs. 

safety pins clasp 

fRayed coRset beneath. 

afteRnoons she 

smells of flouR

gReen apple pies.

i want to ask gRandma

what it’s like 

getting old.

why she gRoans 

pinning sheets on 

backyaRd lines.

why helen tRent bRoadcasts 

kitchen’s Radio stoRies

not the tv.

what happened afteR 

beRtha got alzheimeR’s and

aunt lilian died.

i can’t stop this body’s 
counting the time.

how blood puRples 

top layeRs of skin.

safety pins hoist 

bRas holding 

yesteRday’s dReams.

why gRandma’s pain twists 

the thumbs of my hands.

at dollaR tRee i neaRly bumped 

into a lost woman 

bRowsing caRds on the Rack.

heR haiR smelled of mothballs 

old life magazines. 

those beige poly pants

checkeRed blouse 

vintage midwest.

she couldn’t RemembeR 

wheRe she’d left heR daughteR oR

heR daughteR’s child. 

so heR gReen basket Rolled on.

peRhaps the next aisle.

Who Said it Got Easier 
as Women Get Old?

Ronna Magy
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Holly Renshaw

my name is holly Renshaw. i’ve been asked to wRite an essay on the 

many encounteRs i've had with alcohol (and i’ve had many in my 

many long yeaRs on this planet). i was begged and begged (i would 

have to guess about... one time?) befoRe i gave in and i gRaciously 

agReed. so, without fuRtheR adieu:

A 16-year-old’s Guide to Alcohol 
the fiRst time i dRank alcohol i was twelve. i 

was playing a RatheR complicated boaRd game 

with one of my sisteRs (i have many) and heR 

boyfRiend. we had played a few Rounds and 

the mental stRess of this game was Really 

getting to my sisteR. she decided (like any sane 

peRson would) to open up a fResh bottle of 

wine. when my sisteR offeRed me a sip fRom the 

bottle i gRatefully accepted. what can i say? i 
am a Responsible child. i had to.

it was a small sip but nonetheless, i can 

still Recall the bitteRness of the five dollaR 

dRink...

that night, i awoke dReadfully sick with a 

stomach bug. to this day, i sweaR that the 

small sip of wine was the cause of my woes.

afteR that, i wouldn’t dabble with alcohol 

foR Quite some time; in fact, my next bRush 

with sin would come duRing the summeR of ‘22. 

i took a tRip to a small town—it’s just outside 

of the wild wild west. you may have heaRd 

it RefeRRed to as... los angeles, califoRnia?
well, utah, wheRe i gRew up (guess i’m still 

gRowing?) has a veRy stRange Relationship 

with alcohol. heRe, most alcoholic dRinks 

aRe sold only in state-Run liQuoR stoRes. so,
you can imagine my suRpRise when i walked 

into eRewhon foR the fiRst time and casually 

stRolled past two fully stocked isles of wine!
while this may be consideRed noRmal in youR 

city, i was dumbfounded. i felt like a kid in a 

candy stoRe! except i was not allowed to have 

the candy. using my afoRementioned yeaRs of 

expeRtise, i helped my sisteR (a diffeRent sisteR,
who you may Recognize as the editoR of this 

zine) pick out a few bottles. 
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side note: when we went to the checkout 

counteR i watched my sisteR spend the same 

amount of money as my monthly paycheck. which,
to me is wild, but as they say, la baybeeee!!

Note from the editor: She works part time at a cookie 
shop. 

my sisteR was thRowing a biRthday paRty foR 

heR favoRite baRista. when the paRty was in full 

swing, she offeRed me many small glasses of 

each of the wines we had bought. 

Note from the editor: MISINFORMATION—I offered her 
a small glass of champagne. I did not facilitate an 
underage wine tasting.

at some point i Realized i had a bit too much. 

neveRtheless, i pRoceeded to give the best 

google slides pResentation of all time. (yes, this 

is how we celebRate biRthdays. you’ve neveR been 

to a poweRpoint paRty?)

the next time i went lip to Rim with the dRink of the gods was... 

a bit moRe... extReme. fast foRwaRd to the end of the summeR. my 

fatheR is a big vodka man—he likes moscow mules and scRewdRiveRs. 

as you’ll Recall, each of my alcoholic encounteRs up until this 

point have been chapeRoned and guided by an adult. howeveR,
this time, i took matteRs into my own hands. i had planned it all 

out. i studied my family’s schedules and found my moment: a shoRt 

30-minute window wheRe nobody was in the house except foR me. 

once it was time, i Raced to the fReezeR and RetRieved the sweet 

nectaR that would change my life. then, i gRabbed my conveniently 

placed shot glass. i took a deep bReath and mentally pRepaRed foR 

my fiRst tRip to the big leagues. it took me five minutes to open 

the bottle. it must have been a mix of neRves, anxiety, fReezing 

cold bottles and my geneRal inexpeRience with this type of thing,
but i just could not get it open!!! thoughts of giving up flooded 

my mind but i was deteRmined. eventually, i pRevailed oveR my 

enemy. i pouRed my shot and i gRabbed my phone to RecoRd myself. 

stupidly, i challenged myself to take this shot without making a 

face. i thought it would be easy: i am a masteR of this type of stuff. 

[foR RefeRence, i can shove a handful of the woRst bean-boozled 

flavoRs into my mouth and not bat an eye! hell, i’ve even downed 

a shot of white vinegaR in a dingy apaRtment in san fRancisco 

and i didn’t even flinch (still waiting on that $20 childRey)]. but 

even with all that undeR my belt, nothing could pRepaRe me foR 

the dReadful taste of stRaight vodka. to me, it tastes like gRape 

flavoRed cough medicine. immediately afteRwaRds i felt like vomiting 

but i steeled myself and went on with my day like nothing happened.
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now, fouRth of july 2023. my bRotheR dRew is making dRinks foR my 

family (he’s a baRtendeR). dRew didn’t want me to feel left out so 

he made me a faux-mojito, a fauxjito... if you will. whilst making me 

the eQuivalent of a spicy lemonade, dRew substituted the alcohol 

with gingeR beeR. howeveR, i think he added way too much gingeR 

beeR because... well, simply put: this dRink was offensive to my taste 

buds. this dRink was so god awful that it took me all day to dRink 

it. maybe halfway thRough my dRink, i was stRuck with a stRange 

feeling of dizziness. i wondeRed if dRew had messed up?  maybe 

accidently (oR not), he put some alcohol into my dRink? i decided 

not to ask.

now foR my last dRink of alcohol. it was august 2023. again, i’m in 

los angeles visiting editoR-in-chief, chloe oloRen. on the final day 

of my tRip we found out that a close fRiend had just gotten an 

amazing job. this was cause to celebRate!! we got some champagne,
picked up that baRista, and with a small gRoup of fRiends, we 

popped the coRk and pouRed out glasses (my seRving was tiny). i said 

a toast. we clink glasses. we dRank the spaRkly wine. the Rest of 

the night we played a heated and competitive game of maRio paRty,
almost destRoying ouR fRiendships. we cooled down and Reconciled 

with some jackbox games; we healed ouR gRievances. at the end of 

the night, we gifted the Remains of the champagne to ouR esteemed 

guest. Right as we handed the bottle off, the Replacement coRk 

popped and flew acRoss the living Room sending a confetti of 

champagne flying thRough the aiR, and all oveR the flooR. 

no, i did not lick it up. 

now, you may think that these stoRies i have told you have been 

supeR wholesome and nice. while i agRee with you, they aRe! no one 

undeR the age of 21 in the united states should dRink alcohol. i’m 

looking at you, jacob!

anyone undeR the age of 21 named jacob is fReaking out Right now.
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this seRies exploRes ideas of epigenetics, neuRodiveRgent QueeR 

tRauma, and collapsing time in Relation to my paRents’ 1950s 

ameRican childhoods (theRe is a seRies about the midwest, 
but it is cuRRently undeR constRuction). the pieces come 

fRom a laRgeR seRies entitled “seven kinds,” a nod to maRta 

holmgRen’s 1945 swedish cookbook, “sju soRteRs kakoR.”
this seRies confRonts the evangelical swedish lutheRans 

who puRchased my infant motheR fRom a teenageR in cRisis,
in a pRivate, closed adoption in 1953, and places them in 

conveRsation with a speculative ancestRy. the sale and 

consumption of coffee was RendeRed illegal in sweden five 

sepaRate times between 1756 and 1823, leading to an incRease 

in the aRRest Rates of women duRing these peRiods—“seven 

kinds” imagines the neuRodiveRgent QueeRs who might have 

navigated these laws. heRe is one of seven pieces.

maRti is boRn “maja gReta” in the eaRly moRning of the ninth 

of novembeR 1820 in RansbeRg, vastRa gotaland. coffee is 

illegal that yeaR and will be foR anotheR two befoRe the 

last ban ends, but heR motheR, kajsa, is an aQuaRius and 

dRinks kaffeost in secRet by the lake. maRti will be the oldest 

of seven siblings, sneaking sips of heR motheR’s coffee so she 

can be the “good giRl” that is needed. the house is too loud 

with so many kids, and maRti gets RegulaR headaches that 

make it haRd to see. she is 22 when heR teenage bRotheR dies 

and she sweaRs in pRivate that she will neveR have childRen 

of heR own, but adam is kind and likes heR stRong shouldeRs 

and oveR time he will weaR heR down. the two have six kids 

of theiR own, and while they aRe also too loud, heR eldest 

daughteR lotta helps out aRound the house. always such a 

good giRl. adam passes just befoRe heR fiftieth biRthday, and 

she will go only by maRti foR the next 28 yeaRs.”

Maja ‘Marti’ Greta 

Julian Currents
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_____________
Susanne Salehi
_____ woRd, she told me lateR, was ‘Red.’ i began language with 

heR favoRite coloR. the shade of heR suffeRing, the way my hands 

ached with potential aRound eveRything bReakable. 

_____ thing she did afteR i told heR was hug me tight. she said, “it’s 
not what i expected but i love you and i just want you to be happy. 

i just want you to be safe.” she said, “let’s not tell youR dad foR 

awhile, okay? he might not undeRstand.”
_____ wig i helped heR pick out had featheRed bangs. theRe’s a photo 

taken in a Room of my old house, heR hands clasped togetheR, little 

Raisin eyes shining bRight. we weRe all hopeful then and believed in 

clinical tRials. we used woRds like “pRomising.”  
_____ time i heaRd myself make that keening sound, moRe of a wail. 

i cRumpled down the wall on some sunny moRning in a confeRence 

Room, phone to my eaR, woRds gaRbled thRough my fatheR’s guttuRal 

sobs. heR post-suRgical scans Revealed countless points of light. we 

weRe at the end of known science. “theRe is no otheR option,” he 

said. the canceR had Renewed its fuRy, filling heR gut. she had thRee-
to-six months at the outside. 

_____ injection i gave heR had to be caRefully navigated aRound the 

tumoRs. a litany: swab. stRetch the skin taut. slow and steady without 

flinching even when she made those little animal sounds.

_____ visit to a body that was no longeR heRs. the bed was so low. 

heR hands weRe the same. 

_____ antidepRessant sat on my nightstand foR two months befoRe i 

swallowed it.

_____ home she would neveR visit.  caRdinals infested the thicket 

outside my bedRoom window, slashes of Red in the winteR months. 

_____ new song i knew she would have loved. unbeaRable in its upbeat 

cRooning.

_____ shRine. i bRought home floweRs and featheRs and beautiful 

things she would have liked. a pink camellia with the edges alReady 

bRowning.

_____ biRthday afteRwaRds i stayed up all night and buRned eveRy 

candle, convinced i could Reach heR one moRe time. tell heR how 

soRRy i was. so soRRy. i should have clipped heR toenails like she 

asked when she stopped being able to Reach. i should have RecoRded 

eveRything. i should have been theRe when she left.

_____ anniveRsaRy i let myself listen to the only message with heR 

name. twenty seconds of silence, then, “i was listening foR a tone. i 

neveR heaRd a tone. i don’t know.” the only way to heaR heR voice 

now. 

_____ taste of cRematoRium ash moRe than a yeaR lateR. what was left 

of heR flutteRed into a cold lake in coloRado. all ouR fingeRtips 

dusted fRom putting heR someplace she loved. lateR, alone, i licked 

mine clean. 

_____ used the past tense RegulaRly thRee yeaRs into heR absence. she 

was. she was kind and patient and haunted and complex and she was 

only 55. neveR made that _____ tRip to hawaii oR heR _____ volunteeR 

home build.

now i collect them, savoRing eveRy _____ she should have had foR the 

Rest of the life she left behind.
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Final Firsts (Or, 
This Shit Never 

Gets Old but I Do)
Jason Wayne Wong

It feels strange to write about 

firsts when it feels like I’ve 

reached the stage where I’m 

facing more goodbyes and 

farewells, but even those 

can lead to new paths and 

adventures. And therefore, 
more firsts—just different, 
sometimes bittersweet ones. This 

may not be my first time writing 

for a queer publication, but it’s 
my first time doing so in almost 

20 years. a Gen Z lifetime ago, 
I played at being a contributing 

editor for an LGBTQ lifestyle 

magazine in San Francisco. 

It was fun interviewing people 

and producing photo shoots, 
working with friends and other 

creatives in the Bay Area. But 

after 9/11, my priorities shifted, 
and I thought I should try to 

focus on other careers. So, I 

became a graphic designer for 

10 years, working mostly with 

nonprofits. Then I went back to 

school and became an interior 

designer for another 10 years. 

During all these milestones (and 

firsts), I was also an actor, 
initially appearing on stage and 

later in commercials, films, and 

television. And for the past five 

years, acting has been my full-
time job and life—it’s one of 

the few things I have left at 

this point.
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At 27 I met and fell for the 

man who would become my 

husband. At 32 I became one 

of the first in my friend 

group to get married and 

part of the first wave 

of gays and lesbians in 

California who legally 

wed before a statewide 

proposition banned same-
sex marriage and left us 

all in limbo. And at 42 I 

became one of the first of 

my friends to lose their 

partner after my husband 

Jim died of cancer. Once I 

was a positive example to 

everyone. Then I suddenly 

became a cautionary tale of 

loss and sadness.

After 15 years of living in the same home I shared with Jim, I decided 

to pack up and try another series of firsts elsewhere. I spent the 

pandemic living and working in Canada (a first, despite being a 

Canadian citizen), and now I find myself living in LA for the first time. 

I’ve avoided living in the region my entire life, but figured it was time 

to face whatever hesitations I had around SoCal head-on.

This is one of the first times I’m writing publicly about my late 

husband, Jim Nawrocki. He was the real writer in our family. He was 

a published poet who also wrote short stories, essays, and book 

reviews for various magazines, literary journals, and anthologies. 

As cancer ravaged his body, one of his last wishes was to “just” get 

a book of his work published—to have a written, printed record of 

all his work. Easier said than done, babe. Jim had spent a lifetime 

submitting to publishers, literary competitions, and almost every 

open call for manuscripts, to virtually no avail.

After he died, I spent my first foggy year of grief trying to realize 

his dream. It was the first time I had ever reached out to publishing 

houses and small presses to try to get his manuscript published. As 

the rejections began rolling into my inbox (instead of Jim’s), I decided 

to stray from the cut-and-pasted cover letters Jim had set up and 

wrote my first personal letter to an independent publisher whose 

founder had a very similar journey with cancer as Jim—except this 

other man lived.
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I like to think my letter (and of course Jim’s writing) worked to 

change their hearts and minds, or at least pique their interest. I cried 

my first tears of victory and relief when they agreed to publish a 

collection of Jim’s poems and stories. I spent my first global pandemic 

compiling and editing what would become my husband’s first (and 

only) book, House Fire. A friend and former lover of his wrote the 

introduction, while I wrote the afterword. Catharsis and healing 

can take any number of forms, and this was my way of keeping a 

part of Jim alive forever.

I’ve discovered over the last few years that there’s a kind of coming 

out as a widow(er). I mention it often with the friends I made from 

my former support group for spousal loss (archly dubbed “the Grief 

Buddies.”) When do you let a new friend or colleague know you’ve 

lost someone you thought you’d spend the rest of your life with? 
How do you explain moving forward with your life and sometimes 

painfully discovering new firsts without your husband or wife? The 

first Christmas without him. The first spring without him. The first 

year without him.

Starting over in a 

new city, making new 

friends, and creating 

new firsts, I discovered 

it’s possible to still 

feel that sense of 

possibility that I 

experienced over 20 

years ago. The creation 

and mission of Fruitlice 

alone takes me back to 

that magical feeling of, 
“Hey gang, let’s put on 

a show!” The openness 

and honesty of the 

Gen Z-ers I’ve met (as 

well as their younger 

successors) give me 

hope that we can all 

have second (or third) 
chances and new acts 

while discovering and 

sharing a new set of 

firsts together: First 

time driving along the 

coast to Malibu; a first 

year of professional 

successes in LA; the first 

time in years I thought 

I could possibly fall in 

love again. 
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As I get closer to 50, I tend to think not about the chapters in my 

life but the volumes that mark it. The first volume was made up of 

chapters of youth, adventure, and folly. The second volume has been 

filled with chapters of successes, failures, love, and loss. But as I 

approach what might be my third volume, I look back and want to 

offer a clichéd piece of advice to anyone still going through all 

their first set of firsts: This is the first day of the rest of your life, 
so do something with it. 

You’re already reading this first issue of Fruitslice—get out there 

and make the world a more colorful, queer, sweet, and fruity place. 

I’ll be there with you, ready to take that first step together because 

I’ve learned how scary it can be to try to do it alone. And isn’t that 

the best part of our community, knowing that we don’t have to do 

it all alone?
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Illustrations by Jim Nawrocki.

 

These are some of the notes Jim would leave for me every day, 
examples that creativity can take many forms (i.e. a poet can also 

sketch funny cartoons; or an actor can put together some words 

into a coherent essay).
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CONTRIBUTOR BIOS
Audrey Athena (she/Her) is a 

multidisciplinary artist with 

a focus in acrylic painting 

and graphic design. Based 

out of LA, Audrey works 

regularly with new and 

returning clients to create 

a wide range of hand drawn 

or digital commissions that 

include brand logos, album 

art, clothing/merch design, 
and more. In addition, 
she creates and sells her 

personal artwork under the 

name, oddmat. oddmat is most 

known for its limited edition 

runs of hand-thrifted, hand-
printed graphic tees. These 

shirts sold out upon every 

release and were shipped to 

many lovely people around 

the world. Audrey also makes 

stickers, tote bags, and the 

occasional ceramic piece to 

be sold on oddmat.com. You 

can find Audrey online on 

her personal Instagram, @
audreyathena. Her art page, 
@oddmat_, and portfolio, 

oddmat.com/, can be found 

through her bio as well if 

you are intrigued or nosy 

or interested in working 

with her. Okay! Thanks for 

reading! Bye!

Ais (she/her) is a bisexual 

artist, writer, and advocate. 

She used to only write bad 

poetry about death. Now 

she’s sober and she likes to 

doodle little tattoos for 

her friends and write about 

how glorious life is. 

Instagram: Aislinnvrussell

Akiva Israel (she/her), Prison 

Poet, is an artist doing time 

in prison for men. She is 

transgender and believes 

that, in a previous cycle of 

incarnation, she did witness 

the first live performance 

of Shakespeare’s ‘Hamlet’. 

Ayana O’Brien (she/Her) is 

a Black queer woman from 

Atlanta (but if you know a 

bit about the city, she might 

divulge she’s really from 

the suburbs). One of the few 

truths she’s discovered at 

23 is that writing helps life 

make a little more sense. 

With a focus on the magic of 

intersectional identities, she 

hopes her writings can make 

people feel a little more at 

home. You can find other 

little bits by (of) her in Attic 

Salt (atticsaltlmu.com) and 

LA Miscellany (lamiscellany.

org). Find her on instagram 

@Ayanamonet.

ALeena Sharif (she/her) was 

born in Pakistan and went to 

school at Fashion Institute 

of Technology in New 

York. She graduated with 

a BFA and a minor in Art 

History. After graduating 

she has exhibited in New 

York, Los Angeles, London, 
Italy, Pakistan as well as 

many virtual galleries. She 

currently continues her 

practice between California 

and Pakistan where she 

holds open studies in hope to 

create a safe space for nude 

paintings to be shown.
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CAM REID (they/them) is a 

writer, educator, theater 

artist, and novice naturalist 

in Portland, Oregon. More of 

their work can be found at 

www.cam-reid.com. 

Celeste deBardelaben (She/
her) is a Cartoonist and 

Cinematographer based in 

Los Angeles. She shot the 

feature film Narcosis as well 

as multiple narrative shorts, 
documentaries, and music 

videos. She currently runs 

the pre show documentary 

program at Violet Crown 

cinemas. You can find links to 

her work as well as samples 

of her photography at www.

celestedebardelaben.com 

Corey Near-Ansari (xe/xem/
xyrs/any) is a trans butch 

lesbian attending Lewis and 

Clark College, studying 

theatre technology and 

design, rhetoric and media 

studies, and gender studies. 

Xe has a particular interest 

in studying queer history and 

theory, community building, 
and the practice of crafts. 

Xe can be followed on 

instagram @apple.corey or 

their work @app1ec0re.arts

Edie Darling (she/her) is a 

multimedia artist working 

in Los Angeles. She enjoys 

working with textures, 
organic materials, and 

bodies. Art helps her capture 

joy, child’s play, liminal 

memory, and unconscious 

thought. She’s a big 

advocate of non-dominant 

hand drawing to loosen 

up the line and discover 

unconscious thoughts. Gaga 

dance helps, too. In her day 

job, she’s in training to 

become a therapist.

Clio Barrett is an Asian-
American writer proudly 

born and raised in Brooklyn,  
currently attending school 

in Massachusetts. She grew 

up surrounded by theater  

which inspired her love for 

language. She was a 2023 

recipient of the YoungArts 

Merit Award and a finalist to 

be NYC Youth Poet Laureate. 

She has taken part in 

various literary publications 

including Ned Vizzini and 

Girls Write Now anthologies. 

she has been able to meet a 

variety of incredible young 

artists and mentors through 

her work with Urban Word 

NYC, Girls Write Now, and 

Brooklyn FAM. Clio is a neon 

orange enthusiast and a 

big fan of stargazing, road 

trips, and Indonesian food. 

Clio has been practicing 

using joy as fuel, using all 

that brings her delight to 

inspire her writing, empower 

her creativity, and ground 

her in everyday beauty. She 

suggests you do too!  
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Emma Standerford (they/
them) is a Los Angeles based 

playwright, actor, and 

model. A self proclaimed 

“Jack-of-All-Trades,” Emma 

finds joy in the act of 

creating. Emma holds a BFA 

in Musical Theater from 

Cornish College of the Arts. 

Their musical Part Time 

Hero, written in partnership 

with David Volpini III, was 

workshopped and read at 

CCA in Seattle, WA. Emma’s 
poetry has been published in 

T4T: A Collaborative Study, 
and Editions Studio’s Poems 

in the Mail. 

Grant Brumage-Heller is 

a non-binary oil painter/
writer born and raised 

in Denver, Colorado. They 

presently live in Long Beach, 
CA with their border collie, 
Céline. They can be found 

under @justkangaroocourt 

on instagram for all 

information regarding 

present and future works of 

art and fiction.

Gillian Rule (she/her) is a 

bisexual (40/60) bi-coastal 

(NY/LA) bohemian (annoying), 
with a 9-5 job (hardworking). 
She is so honored and excited 

to be a part of fruitslice’s 
inaugural edition! U can 

find More on Instagram @
gillianrule
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Holly Payne-Strange (she/
her) is a novelist, poet 

and podcast creator. Her 

writing has been lauded 

by USA Today, LA weekly, 
and The New York Times. 

Additionally, she’s given 

talks on podcast creation at 

Fordham University and The 

Player’s Club. Her poetry 

has been published by various 

groups including RedDoor, 
Door Is A Jar magazine, Call 

me [Brackets], and Quail Bell 

Magazine. She would like to 

thank her wife for all her 

support.

Holly Renshaw (she/her) is a 

gender queer photographer 

and highschool student in 

provo, utah. CUrrently, they 

enjoy teasing their friends, 
taking ADHD medication, 
and getting doused in fake 

blood. As a Child, Holly was 

a child actor starring as 

tiny tim in a production of a 

christmas carol. They can be 

found @thepoisonedholly on 

instagram. 

Hilary Buffum (she/they) is 

a Bay Area theatre artist 

turned writer who grew 

up on Ramaytush Ohlone 

land, colonially known as 

San Francisco. They started 

writing poetry years ago in 

the corners of journals as 

a way to process life and 

death and grief and identity. 

In the last few years they 

have begun to share these 

pieces with friends and 

family and now you. 



Jan Edwards Hemming’s (she/
her) poetry and essays have 

appeared or are forthcoming 

in Kind of a Hurricane Press, 
Mantis, eMerge Magazine, Fail 

Better, Gingerbread House 

Literary Magazine, Scalawag, 
The Mackinac, McSweeney’s 
Internet Tendency, The Rio 

Grande Review, Los Angeles 

Review of Books Blog, and 

Black Fox Literary Magazine; 
and her poems “Bird” and 

“Oven” were each nominated 

for a Pushcart Prize. She 

holds an MFA in Poetry from 

NYU and a BA in English 

from LSU, has been awarded 

residencies from Virginia 

Center for Creative Arts and 

Vermont Studio Center, and 

co-edited the Saints & Sinners 

Literary Festival 2023 Poetry 

Anthology. She lives in New 

Orleans.

Jack Cariad Leon (he/him) 
is a transgender writer 

and visual artist based in 

Brisbane, Australia. A fan of 

the avant-garde, he collects 

dolls and art books of 

certain genres. He also has a 

deep interest in the history 

and lore of flowers.

Julian Currents (they/them) 
is a disabled trans artist 

born and raised in Key West, 
Florida. Currently working 

as a postdoctoral teaching 

fellow at a university in 

Atlanta, their recent work 

explores ideas of epigenetics, 
neurodivergent queer 

trauma, and collapsing 

time in relation to their 

parents’ postwar American 

childhoods. 

JC Alfier’s (they/them) 
most recent book of 

poetry, The Shadow Field, 
was published by Louisiana 

Literature Press (2020). 
Journal credits include The 

Emerson Review, Faultline, 
New York Quarterly, Notre 

Dame Review, Penn Review, 
Southern Poetry Review, 
and Vassar Review. They are 

also a collage and double-
exposure artist.

Jason Wayne Wong (he/him) is 
a gay actor and performer 

based in West Hollywood. 

After losing his husband of 

15 years, poet and writer Jim 

Nawrocki, to cancer, Jason 

managed to find a publisher 

for a collection of Jim’s 
work, titled House Fire, as 

an act of love and legacy. 

On the stages (and screens) 
of San Francisco and the 

Bay Area, Jason worked as a 

performer and designer for 

20 years. He has since lived 

in Vancouver and is now in 

Southern California, starting 

a new chapter of his life 

as an actor. In addition to 

appearing in shows like The 

Flight Attendant, This Is Us, 
and I Think You Should Leave 

with Tim Robinson, Jason 

can be seen in LGBTQ+ series 

like For Years to Come, The 

Disappointments, and Not So 

Straight in Silver Lake. He can 

be found @retrogradejason 

on Instagram.
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Jessica Hinds is an award-
winning writer and creator 

of Meditative Writing. She 

lives in NYC with her cats 

Amelia MewHeart and Frida 

Catlo. MeditativeWritring.

org

Jill Young (they/she) has a 

BFA in Acting and a certificate 

in Creative Writing from UT 

Austin. They have refined 

their creative voice by 

studying sketch, improv, 
and clowning at The Second 

City and The Idiot Workshop. 

Jill is an active member of 

fluxus-inspired performance 

troupe The Nonsemble. Jill 

co-wrote and starred in 

the feature Dear Leo (2020) 
which premiered at the 

Inside Out: Toronto LGBTQ+ 
Film Festival. They debuted 

their comedic solo show in 

a sold-out run at the 2023 

Hollywood Fringe Festival, 
and are bringing this show 

to LA SoloFest February 16th 

and Edinburgh Fringe Festival 

in 2024. Follow @jillisyoung 

for updates and shows! 

Jess Alba (she/her) for 

more creative endeavors @
jessalba on instagram or 

listen to her podcast This, 
That, & Everything Else for 

goofy chit chat.

Kate E. Lore is an award-
winning creative writer, 
artist, and freelance 

creator. Kate is openly 

queer, with the preferred 

pronouns she/they. Kate is 

legally neurodivergent with 

diagnosed autism, and ADHD. 

Born to a single widowed 

mother and raised in a low-
income household Kate is the 

youngest of four, the second 

to graduate high school, 
first bachelor’s degree, and 

the first MFA in the family. 

Kate E. Lore has had many 

publications for fiction, 
creative nonfiction, and 

graphic narrative featured 

in various literary magazines 

including Longridge Review, 
Bending Genres, Door is a 

Jar, soon to include Black 

Warrior Review and Under 

the Gum Tree. A jack-of-
all-trades Kate splits their 

time between fiction and 

nonfiction, screenplays, 
flash prose, full-length 

novels, painting, and comics. 

Kate strives to appreciate 

the small things in life but 

has been known to throw 

down hard at an EDM rave 

if the place is well-lit.

Kelsey Rose Rootenberg (she/
heR) is a queer actress and 

writer from Studio City, 
California. Her favorite food 

is trail mix. 



Linnea Heiny (She/her) is 

currently a sophomore in 

high school, and has been 

writing since literacy. Her 

favorite genres are horror 

and mystery, although she 

has a soft spot for poetry. 

She plans to graduate in 

2026 and go to college for 

journalism. 

Lexi McDonald (they/she) is 

a queer poet from Central 

Pennsylvania who writes 

to make peace with their 

memories and explore the 

threads that connect us 

to each other. She is an 

MFA candidate in poetry at 

the University of Tennessee, 
Knoxville and serves as 

Assistant Poetry Editor 

for UT’s literary journal, 
Grist. Lexi’s work appears in 

RiverCraft, The Sanctuary, 
and Essay Lit magazines, 
among others. Additionally, 
they were a finalist for the 

2022 Erik Kirkland Prize for 

Creative Nonfiction.

Marisca Pichette (she/they) 
is a queer author based in 

Massachusetts, on Pocumtuck 

and Abenaki land. More of 

her work appears in Door is 

a Jar, Room Magazine, Flash 

Fiction Online, Necessary 

Fiction, Plenitude Magazine, 
and others. She is the flash 

winner of the 2022 F(r)iction 

Spring Literary Contest and 

has been nominated for the 

Best of the Net, Pushcart, 
Utopia, and Dwarf Stars 

awards. Their debut poetry 

collection, Rivers in Your 

Skin, Sirens in Your Hair, is 

out now from Android Press. 

Find them on Twitter as @
MariscaPichette, Instagram 

as @marisca_write, and 

Bluesky as @marisca.bsky.

social. 

Matthan Slith (he/they) 
is a nonbinary masculine 

individual happily living with 

their nonbinary masculine 

partner. By day they work as 

a community mental health 

counselor who specializes 

in working with queer and 

neurodivergent populations. 

They have a passion for 

writing and poetry, especially 

in breathing life into the 

worlds and characters in 

their head.
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Maren Detlefs (they/them) is 
a writer, artist, student, and 

lover of all things literary. 

Their goal is to write 

novels that bring LGBTQ+ 
characters and voices to the 

forefront of fantasy and sci-
fi. They have been published 

in Lookout Santa Cruz, were 

a guest on “The Next Best-
seller” Podcast and received 

Scholastic Art and Writing 

awards in novel writing and 

poetry. They are currently 

pursuing a Creative Writing 

BFA at Emerson College in 

Boston, MA. 

Megan Swenson (she/her) 
was raised in Chandler, 
Arizona and currently lives 

in Kamloops, British Columbia 

with her husband and their 

two orange tabbies, Leo and 

Mango. As a bisexual woman, 
sober person, and Leo's 
Emotional Support Human, 

Megan’s interests in fiction 

include queerness, addiction & 

recovery, family narratives, 
and intergenerational 

trauma, and she often likes 

to feature feline characters 

in her stories. (She’s 
currently working on a 

novel with an eternal being 

incarnated as a calico cat.) 
She studied Creative Writing 

and Anthropology at the 

University of Colorado 

Boulder and got her MFA 

in Fiction from New York 

University in 2018.

Michelle Plotkin (she/her) is 
an artist, psychotherapist, 
and art therapist, trying 

to find her way back to 

the studio. She uses her art 

practice as a way to digest 

and reflect on therapeutic 

content, explore clinical 

themes, critique and sometimes 

poke fun at oversimplified 

ways of understanding 

and diagnosing the human 

experience. Michelle’s process 

involves abstracting imagery 

through a multi-layered 

process, with the intention 

of creating space for many 

meanings and realities to 

co-exist at once. Michelle 

has always been interested 

in exploring nuance and 

aesthetic ambiguity as a  

means of challenging the 

human desire for control 

and inclination towards 

essentialism. She hopes to use 

art to confuse and surprise 

viewers, to raise questions 

about the relationship 

between art and meaning 

making, to discover new 

parts of self, and to explore 

the relationship between 

mind, body, and aesthetic. 

Milo Pina (they/them) is 

passionate about video games 

and hopes to work for riot 

someday! 



Hello My Name is Mindy 

REnshaw. Encouraged and 

supported by my daughters, 
sisters, and father who are 

each brilliant and inspiring 

artists, I’m currently a 

youtube tutorial watercolor 

student. Living near SLC, 
Utah, I’m passionate about 

my family, my duolingo 

streak, and deconstructing 

religious indoctrination. I 

can’t resist hunting through 

thrift store treasures or 

a spirited pickleball match. 

I believe in art, life long 

learning, podcasts, and 

therapy. I hope to improve as 

an artist, continue to learn 

from everyone i meet, and be 

a good friend to all.

Nicky Wittkopf (they/she) 
is A slayer, Cop Hater, and 

Gay Lover from LA, CA. She 

loves to bully her customers 

(childrey/chloe) and Flirt 

with the besties. IG: nickywtt

Raven Bennett-Burns (she/
her) is a comic artist living in 

Oxnard, CA. After graduating 

from CSUF in 2020, she began 

publishing zines and writing 

comics about lesbian identity 

and using fiction as a way 

to process difficult subjects. 

She also edits Queer Signal, 
an LGBTQ newsletter for the 

Ventura County area.

Rizwan Akhtar’s debut 

collection of Poems Lahore, I 
Am Coming (2017) is published 

by Punjab University Press. 

He has published poems in 

well-established poetry 

magazines in the UK, the 

US, India, Canada, and New 

Zealand. He was a part of 

the workshop on poetry 

with Derek Walcott at the 

University of Essex in 2010. 

Rosie Steiner (they/she) is a 

poet based in Massachusetts 

looking to carve a place 

for sentimentality and 

kindness. Passionate about 

self-expression in poetry 

and visual arts, they tackle 

both work and play with 

creativity. In their attempt to 

use the right labels, they’ve 

learned to acknowledge the 

complexity of a life that 

finds ways to exist outside 

standard expectations. Their 

new goal is to live fluidly 

and be true to their needs. 

Though it’s been years since 

they’ve made a place for 

themselves in the queer 

community, their journey has 

barely begun, and they are 

looking towards a hopeful 

future. Outside of writing, 
Rosie likes to re-consume 

childhood media and revisit 

the stories that made them 

who they are today with 

a new lens—marrying the 

nostalgia of their childhood 

with the freedom of growing 

up. 
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Hi! My name is Sophie Hall 

(they/them) I love art and 

theater and I love being a 

Lesbian! I hope you enjoy. @
sophlibby

Ronna Magy (she/her) is a 

poet and memoirist who 

grew up in Detroit and now 

calls Los Angeles home. 

Her poems have appeared 

or are forthcoming in: Rise 

Up Review, The Los Angeles 

Press, Wild Crone Wisdom, 
Poetry Super Highway, Stone 

Poetry Quarterly, Persimmon 

Tree, Writing in a Woman’s 
Voice, and Writers Resist. In 

2023 Ronna studied poetry 

at the Napa Valley Writers 

Conference. During the 

same year, she coordinated 

readings of older queer 

women poets for both the 

Circa Queer Histories and 

Outwrite Festivals. She’s a 

retired textbook writer and 

instructor of English as a 

Second Language. 

Rosie D’Ercole (she/her) has 

worked in creative industries 

for over ten years, she is 

an dedicated writer who 

uses her poetry primarily 

to express precise moments 

in time. Her work has most 

recently appeared in both 

Curio Cabinet and Partially 

Shy and she is currently 

editing her first anthology 

‘The Pink Room’. Find her on 

instagram  @rosie_isabella_
jean_

Sara Carpenter (she/her) is 

a writer and independent 

filmmaker living in los 

angeles, California. She 

has never held a cup of 

coffee without spilling some. 

Despite her shortcomings, 
she remains optimistic and 

averages five cups a day. 

Sara Childrey (they/them) is a 

queer non-binary performer 

and writer in Los Angeles. 

Right now, they love putting 

bows in their hair, black 

sweatpants, and cinnamon 

on cappuccinos. Childrey has 

previously self-published 

two poetry zines: Cigarette 

Soup and Poems about Sara, 
and written the short film, 
Choreographing Camille. 

Their work is reflective of 

their queerness, journey 

with mental health, and 

being obsessed with their 

friends. Shout out chloe for 

being their muse and also 

best boss ever. They can 

be found on instagram @
Sarachildrey. 

taylor michael simmons 

(he/him) is a late-twenty-
something filmmaker and 

barista who likes laying 

down in the shower and 

long walks on the beach.



susanne Salehi (she/they) is 

a queer pre-published writer 

of Iranian descent and 

former Memphian residing 

in the Atlanta suburbs with 

their partner and two 

cats. She’s a Taurus, sticker 

collector, puzzle fiend, and 

all around cozy creature 

who spends her free time 

reading, cross stitching, 
and gardening. Their do-
for-dollars work is in the 

nonprofit field and they’re 

an MFA student at Emerson 

College, busy writing the 

epic sapphic heroes they’ve 

always wanted to see. 

Truxton Ivory (they/them) 
is an actor, writer and 

musician currently based 

in Seattle, Washington. In 

their freetime, they enjoy 

pondering how God manifests 

through acts of kindness, 
collecting CD’s and other 

forms of physical media (a 

current interest) and also 

juicing citrus. Ask them 

about Aaron. They are very 

grateful to be a part of 

the first publication of the 

hottest queer magazine of 

the 21st century! 
ig: @tigereyetruxton
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Willa Colleary (she/her) is 

a writer and theater artist 

from Los Angeles, currently 

living in Chicago. She is a 

California Arts Scholar and 

the recipient of the second 

annual ENOUGH: Plays to End 

Gun Violence award. Between 

her classes Colleary 

writes and devises original 

theater, reps in her student 

government, organizes with 

the Sunrise Movement, and 

skulks around breakfast 

establishments. She uses 

absurdism and rhythm to 

write her plays, which are 

usually about something 

violent. In her poetry, she 

likes to write about places.

Zenia deHaven (they/them) is 
an MFA student in the Popular 

Fiction Writing and Publishing 

program at Emerson 

College. They primarily 

write fantasy with the 

goal to incorporate diverse 

characters from historically 

underrepresented groups. 

When they’re not writing, 

they enjoy group exercise 

classes, drawing, and 

playing video games. They 

live in the Washington, DC 

area with their family and 

two dogs. 
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