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Creative Writ ing

I D O N ’ T  T H I N K  drinking two cups for my 
first trip was the smartest idea; nonetheless, 
this tea lasted a lot longer than I expected. A 

whole night had passed and I could still feel it in 
my system, but I figured it would give me some-
thing interesting to write about. “He who makes a 
beast of himself gets rid of the pain of being a man,” 
was the opening epigraph in Hunter S. Thompson’s 
Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, and look at the 
recognition he got.

I followed my sisters on concrete as we approached the en-
trance to the Jubilee. I forgot how the exterior looked, but I re-
membered it was a huge building, you see, I was preoccupied 
with the way my legs felt when I walked. This was also the reason 
I was able to tolerate the forty-below weather that bit and burnt 
my skin as if it were a black mamba—the euphoric warmth of 
this insane tea coursing through my veins made me ignorant. 
“Are you excited to go the ballet, McCandless?” I’m not sure who 
asked. “Of course, why wouldn’t I be?” I said, speaking to no one 
in particular—I couldn’t wait to see a bunch of Natives trying to 
fit in at a ballet. 

We made it inside the auditorium and were greeted by huge 
posters of contorted bodies intertwined with one another, a 
golden ceiling with shiny glass chandeliers, and a dark blue car-
pet with gold streaks that seemed to twist and slither underneath 
my every step. Goddamnit! It’s happening! And at such a per-
fect time no less! 

Cutting My 
Hair at the 
Jubilee
B Y  Jake Cardinal
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“McCandless,” Veronica said, making me jump. “This is the 
show we’re goin’ to see. The Nutcracker! Remember the car-
toon?” Nostalgia flooded her face. I didn’t want to tell her the 
ballet was about a pedophilic uncle trying to sweet talk his 
young niece into fucking by giving her material objects; I figured 
that would’ve brought the mood down a bit. Sometimes it’s best 
just to keep things hidden. Plus, you’re supposed to think happy 
thoughts when you drink this tea, otherwise, what’s the point?

I made my way over to the poster she was referring to, doing 
my best to avoid the snakes, and leaned in to take a good look. 
A ballerina was being held up high in a position that should’ve 
broken her back. Perhaps they snapped the picture before it hap-
pened. 

 “Guys!” Savaughna yelled. “Come on! We have to go find 
Aunty Crystal and Mom!” She began to walk away in a huff so 
Veronica and I followed suit, continuing down the extravagant 
hallway; I paid no attention to the snake pit underneath me. 

 On the other side of the posters there was a huge line of at 
least a hundred people. All white. All in gowns and suits. I won-
der if they can tell I’m brown. Just from this I was able to 
tell what kind of crowd this was. They’re the type of people who 
could definitely go live in New York, but could probably only get 
a second-floor apartment in Manhattan. Me personally, I’ve only 
worn a suit once. 

As we walked, I only saw what they were waiting for in glimps-
es between heads. It was a ballerina sitting on a bright blue sled; 
glitter and other shiny objects plastered the exterior. She wore 
a bejewelled gown that was made of what I assumed to be silk, 
a fuzzy boa that was wrapped tightly around her neck and con-
stricted her every movement, and her face was covered in layers 
of makeup, something akin to clowns, but she only smiled for 
the pictures. 

“You want to go and take a picture with her?” Veronica said, 
laughing. 

“There’s no way in hell I’m doing that. Too much for me, man.” 
I looked away quickly. Bad enough I have to exist in the same 
room as these people—I usually try my best to stay indoors. 
There was something about the way the ballerina held her head, 
something that made me uneasy, I couldn’t put my finger on it 
though. At least the floor stopped moving. 

When we reached the end of the foyer, we were met by an 
even bigger, more glamourous hall than the one we were just 
in. The ceiling was now twenty-feet high, large pillars were scat-
tered about the room, the gowns and suits in the thousands now, 
and the carpet had even more snakes than before—I felt like  
Laocoön. The people were all talking amongst each other, “I got 
this in Italy when I went for a wedding!” “I love your dress! What 
kind of fabric is this? Who made it?” Fake smiles from fake peo-
ple was all I could see. 

I followed my sisters through the den, making sure not to look 
anyone in the eye because rich people in their Sunday best put 
me on edge. I’m not sure where I would be without my dress 
shirt and cardigan. My dad told me he kept my hair short when 
I was a kid because he didn’t want me getting bullied, and due 

to the situation I’ve found myself in, I’m thankful he did that. I 
couldn’t imagine walking into this place with a braid. I leaned 
into Veronica’s ear. “What the hell is going on here? It’s a god-
damn fashion show! I mean, it’s 12 p.m.—why are people drink-
ing martinis?” I said.

“I know!” she whined, “I feel so underdressed right now.”
“Staggats! You poor fool!” I roared. “Can’t you see you’re buy-

ing into their sick game?! Do your best to stay out of their ma-
chine, my sister! Remember what it means to be Indigenous!”

“Look at that woman’s dress! It’s so beautiful!” Veronica said. 
Perhaps I didn’t say anything after all. “Look, McCandless! What 
do you think of her dress?”

I looked left and saw the woman she was pointing at. Her dress 
wasn’t a gown, it only went slightly above her knees. It was bright 
blue and looked like it was made from feathers. It must have cost 
her a fortune, especially with the way her hair was done, and I 
looked at her with utter disgust. But, there was something about 
the way it swayed when she moved and so I unconsciously fol-
lowed the woman, entranced by her dress. 

McCandless, what are you doing? If any of these people no-
tice you’re doing this, you’re going to become nothing more 
than a tiny blue dot on the computer screen. You’re going to 
bring down the price of neighbourhoods if that happens. I 
turned around and found that my sisters were no longer behind 
me. Just lavish gowns and day-drinkers. I was lost in the crowd, 
like throwing a cub into the Amazon rainforest, these snakes 
were getting to me now. I began to walk, casually as I could, with 
no destination in mind and hands in my pockets. 

That’s when I saw it, and it scared me more than any depressed 
ballerina could. Jesus Christ, I thought, or maybe I said it out 
loud, it doesn’t matter, that was the least of my worries. There 
were these two white girls, couldn’t have been older than five, yet 
they wore matching Jackie Kennedy hats with white fur jackets 
that only covered their shoulders, carried black leather purses 
underneath their arms, and wore smudged makeup. I was look-
ing at some terrible elitist twist on the twins from The Shining. 
This is getting a little bit out of hand. What am I even looking 
at right now? I’ve always considered myself a libertarian, but 
I’m not so sure anymore. 

The children were acting shy and smiling in that giddy, child-
ish way; they reminded me of mice. Then out of nowhere, two 
ballerinas in white tutus with diamonds covering their entire 
chest approached the kids with smiles that stretched from ear 
to ear. They were thinner than skeletons—impeccable posture, 
their makeup made them look robotic. I felt bad for the children 
for some reason; perhaps I was projecting, but when I was a kid 
my parents would take me to the reservation rec centre to meet 
the Native Santa Claus who suspiciously smelled like a two-six 
of Crown Royal. Actually, I take it back, I didn’t feel bad for these 
kids—I was jealous. 

“YOU HAVE TO GO AND STAND BEHIND THEM!” A 
sharp, raspy voice cut through the crowd. I looked right and 
saw a woman in a long, dark brown, wool jacket and snakeskin 
boots—her frown was something out of a monster movie. She 
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was looking at these two women who weren’t moving—they just 
stared back at the woman like deer caught in headlights. “I SAID 
YOU GUYS HAVE TO GO AND STAND BEHIND THEM!” 
she hissed. The women jumped, bumped into each other, and 
frantically pranced over to the skeletal ballerinas. Then then 
posed for a picture. The flash blinded me. 

“McCandless!” a voice said behind me.
“Holy fuck!” I said as I ducked and spun around. It was  

Veronica and she was looking at me like I was high on tea. “How 
long have you been standing there?”

“I literally just got here. You’re so brown compared to all these 
people.” She started laughing. I wasn’t amused. “Are you feeling 
all right?” she said staring deep into my eyes as if looking for 
something. 

“I’ll have to tell you later. This isn’t the place for such… sensi-
tive information.” I kept looking around, avoiding eye contact. I 
didn’t want her to see the size of my pupils. “Did you guys find 
Aunty Crystal?”

She nodded.
“Good. Is Mum here yet?”
She shook her head.
“Okay. One last question. Can you see the snakes—”
“Holy shit, McCandless!” I froze. “Look at those two balleri-

nas!” she said, pointing over my shoulder. 

“Already. C’mon, we better go find them. They’re probably 
worried sick about us.” I said pushing her away from the col-
onizers. 

This was definitely not the place for me. My sister has a much 
lighter pigment than I do so she can manage at these kind of 
places, but me, my mum says I was burnt in the oven. The peo-
ple, these fucking snakes, the condescension that hung over my 
head—I began to see all of the other kids whose parents forced 
them into elaborate costumes. It was as if coming to the bal-
let was some kind of cult-like ritual where the parents dress up 
their children like dolls to show other parents and I was merely 
a spectator. I thought about bringing my camera and making 
an advert for UNICEF USA—save a child for only fifty cents a 
day. Then I figured best not to, the last thing these kids need is 
money.

We walked by a mother and her daughter who were wearing 
matching outfits. Grey dresses with black cardigans and high 
heels. “Are you excited to go to the ballet?” the mother asked 
her child. 

“Yes, Momma,” the little girl said.

“Well, you shouldn’t be. Never be excited about anything un-
less you know it’s going to be good. If we saw it last year and loved 
it, then it would be okay to be excited. Do you understand?” the 
mother asked, never taking her eyes off of her daughter. 

“Yes, Momma,” the little girl said. 
Just then a voice blared over the speakers which made me stop 

dead in my tracks, my senses were on high alert. We stopped 
and I tilted my head sideways, using my good ear to focus on 
the intercom. “The doors are open. Please begin seating. The 
show will start in thirty minutes,” the voice said through static. 
Phew, I was half expecting to hear: “Please prepare for the ritual 
in which we give praise and thanks to our reptilian overlords.”

“Oh, look! There they are!” Veronica said pointing toward my 
mom, my aunty, and Savaughna. 

We joined them and I hugged my mother and aunty. I will 
admit, despite my countless insults and put-downs of this so-
called “Russian high culture,” it was nice seeing my family dress 
up in their most expensive clothes, although I couldn’t help but 
think of the conversations I had with my mother when I was a 
kid. She would say, “McCandless! We have to clean the house.” 
And I would respond, “Why, who’s coming over?” 

We all stood there motionless, not knowing what to do with 
ourselves. Around us there seemed to be constant movement. 
People always seemed to be walking here. I wonder if the  

Frankfurt School would approve of this behaviour—they proba-
bly would: white people love orchestras. The environment itself 
is vicious. There seemed to be no shortage of old women judging 
you with their piercing eyes with a look that said, “What are you 
doing here? You don’t belong here!” 

W E  E N T E R E D  T H E  T H E A T R E , which was huge—a thou-
sand people could have easily fit—and sat at the very back row 
on the top balcony, the cheapest seats. Kind of made me laugh, 
as there are about 10,000 Indigenous people missing a home in 
Nunavut in this moment, yet here I was sitting with these bour-
geoisie, drinking a five-dollar water my mum bought me.

Then the lights started to flicker and I couldn’t tell if it was 
the electrical system or if it was my nervous system; I didn’t 
want to look up as that surely would’ve blown my cover. I was 
in the thick of it now, white people with money up the ass were 
all around me. I felt like I was at the Oscars before people got 
angry about it. 

“Veronica,” I said, eyes forward.
“What?” She turned to me.

There were these two white girls, couldn’t have been older than five, 
yet they wore matching Jackie Kennedy hats with white fur jackets 
that only covered their shoulders, carried black leather purses  
underneath their arms, and wore smudged makeup. I was  
looking at some terrible elitist twist on the twins from The Shining.
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“Are the lights flickering? Or is that just me?” I said under my breath.
“What the fu—McCandless, what’s going on with you?”
“Can you keep a secret?” I said, facing her. 
She nodded. 
“Okay,” I leaned into her left ear and held my hand in front 

of my mouth in case there were any lip readers in the room. “I 
went out to Buckingham last night—”

“You mean that hipster bar?” she said, smiling. 
“SHUT UP!” I snarled. “I went out and I was having a ciga-

rette outside. Then this homeless guy walks up to me….”

“ H E Y ,  M A N . ”  he says to me. 
“How’s a going?” I replied, staggering back and forth under-

neath the orange streetlight. 
“You want to make a trade?” Was he smiling? I couldn’t tell 

underneath his long, dirty beard. In fact, I couldn’t even tell 
what colour he was he was so dirty. 

“I dunno. Depends on what you’re trying to trade,” I said with 
squinted eyes. 

“Well,” he licked his lips, “I have some…tea. Twenty bucks 
and a pizza and I’ll give you two bags. How’s that sound?” Now 
I could see his smile and his teeth were something awful. 

“Doesn’t this stuff burn a hole in your brain?” I said, jokingly. 
“No, no, no, no, no, no. This is pure.” I had no reason to trust 

this guy. His eyes were yellow and bloodshot, but the worst 
part was that he seemed to be able to see deep into my soul. I 
tried to imagine one of the Jubilee attendees in this situation.  

I couldn’t do it. I wanted to say, “Get back, you wendigo!” but I 
couldn’t tell if he was a snake or just a common creature trying 
to survive—and we also just so happened to be standing beside 
Columbus Pizza & Donair and I also just so happened to have a 
hundred bucks in my wallet.

“ H O L Y  S H I T ! ”  Veronica burst out in laughter.
“Yes,” I said. The lights began to flicker again.
“You have to tell me everything. I remember when I—”
“Good afternoon, everybody!” a man said over the PA sys-

tem. Veronica and I looked toward the stage to find a man no 
bigger than an ant standing alone. “Before we begin I’d like to 
acknowledge that we are on Treaty 6 territory.” This fucking guy. 
“I would also like to thank our corporate sponsors for support-
ing us and the arts.” I noticed the letters TD were hung up on 
the wall. “Thank you TD for the constant support you give us; 
we wouldn’t be here without you. Next I’d like to thank Sun Life  
Financial for paying for the entertainment in the foyer before 
the show and during the intermission.” Those fucking skeletons.

Ten minutes later, he was finally done listing off the corpo-
rations. He walked off stage and the room went dark, although 
I could swear the lights above me were still flickering. What 
followed was one of the most craziest things I had seen in my 
entire life, and despite The Nutcracker being the most popular, 
over-saturated ballet productions on the planet, this spectacle is 
something else. There were kids dressed as mice, adults flying, 
diving, and swinging streamers that looked like flying serpents. 
I was amazed. 

An hour and some minutes later the Sugar Plum Fairy was 
doing her dance with the prince. They moved with each oth-
er as if they were one person and the shiny objects on their 
outfits were blinding. Then it occurred to me that I was sitting 
in this room with all these people, watching the same exact 
thing, dressed in clothes probably made by some poor chap in  
Bangladesh on an annual salary of bread. The orchestra was 
reaching the climax of the composition and the prince lifted the 
Sugar Plum Fairy up high in a position that should’ve broken 
her back. Tears began to fill my eyes, although they never trav-
elled down my cheek. I turned to Veronica and leaned into her 
ear and said, “This is some good shit.”

 I was half expecting to hear: 
“Please prepare for the ritual in 
which we give praise and thanks  
to our reptilian overlords.”
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Conjugated Light
by Adriana Oniță

How to lift my pen
to the river’s grey swell
la lumina tremurătoare?
  –“Every Day Is a Desk”

During the coldest months in Edmonton—when most are holed up 
indoors to keep warm—Adriana Oniță challenged herself to explore 
this snow-covered landscape and to spontaneously create art in 
the most intimate corners of her winter city. The result: Conjugated 
Light, a multilingual collection of photography and poetry that 
blends languages like paints to contemplate themes of hope, 
survival, and the natural world. Infused with crisp insights and the 
fresh air she wrote them in, Oniță’s poems are both a gift to the 
reader and the lands and languages she calls home.

Relying on that Body 
by Matthew Stepanic

Some girls didn’t even finish 
their dresses, but you can’t shape a body 
with bodies.
 –“The Fall of the Haus of Mateo” for Vanessa Vanjie Mateo

Relying on that Body collects together all of Matthew Stepanic’s 
poems from his #RuPoems cycle, in which he wrote a poem dedicated 
and in response to each week’s eliminated queen from season 10 of 
RuPaul’s Drag Race and shared it on his social media. In fourteen 
poems that vary in form and style, Stepanic explores queer concerns, 
including male intimacy, internalized homophobia, body issues, 
and sexual assault. More than a companion guide to the TV season, 
this chapbook works to further personal and political conversations 
initiated by the show’s stars. Fans of poetry and Drag Race alike 
will discover valuable takeaways and inspiration from this moving 
collection that examines complex and fluctuating queer identities.
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