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Letter from the editor

Writing this letter, I’m thrilled to be presenting issue 5 of   
Raconteur. Moments like these are a real treat for the team as the 
majority of  our work is done behind-the-scenes. 

From planning to execution, each issue is months in the making. The 
stories are overseen by our volunteer-led curatorial team who hand-pick the 
absolute top submissions. Our editors work 1:1 with our authors to edit and 
polish the selected pieces, ensuring they are the best possible quality. 

Selecting winners for our fifth issue was tough. We received hundreds of  
amazing, eclectic pieces. Some clicked for the entire team, whereas others 
evoked further thought. We consumed them and spent days with the inter-
esting stories in our minds. Also unique to this issue were the tremendous  
illustrations. We’re proud to highlight that, out of  the eight illustrators  
featured, five were ones that have worked with us in the past. This issue 
also included a father-daughter illustration duo in “The Being-A-Mama  
Challenge’’ with Celia creating the cover illustration and Warren the story.

When all is said and done, the final product of  each issue fascinates me. 
Every issue has a unique style to it, an essence. Yet, all share familiar themes, 
giving readers something fresh, but also something that they’ve come to  
expect from Raconteur.

In May, we kicked off 2020 with the fourth issue of  Raconteur. In there, 
my letter was focused on the world we found ourselves in, how quickly it 
had changed. I remarked on how a good story could teleport us from our 
world to a better one and concluded by claiming our best days lay ahead. We 
nicknamed issue 4 a “joyful” literary magazine. For this issue, we’ve chosen 
the word “hopeful”. It summarizes perfectly how we feel approaching the 
two-year anniversary of  the magazine (October). I look back on the hurdles 
overcome, on the terrific readers and contributors we’ve been lucky to have. 
And I am hopeful in the notion that our best days still lie ahead.

Thank you for buying an issue and supporting Raconteur’s journey.

Tevis Shkodra
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She buys two shiny red hotels and places them on Park 
Place and Boardwalk. “The next time you roll the dice it’s 
going to cost you,” she teases.

“Could be, but maybe...” He raises his glass to the challenge. 
“If  I’m lucky, I’ll get around the board unscathed.” The wine 
glass slips from his hand and hits the table. Gold paper $500 bills 
and yellow $100 dollar bills scatter to the ground. “Ouch, my 
eye is burning.” His face begins to sag.

She calls 911. “Please hurry. I think my husband is having 
a stroke.”

*   *   *

I’ll have the chicken salad sandwich,” she tells the pink 
smocked lady behind the hospital luncheonette counter. Visitors 
buy blue flowers and yellow balloons in the gift store. Patients 
in wheelchairs wearing stocking caps, hooked up to IVs are 
wheeled through the hallway to the outside courtyard. 

Two weeks earlier, in an attempt to keep her mind clear and 
improve her sleep, she stopped drinking alcohol and eating red 
meat. Still, she wakes up at night every hour, checks the time 
and worries about the future.

“Would you like me to pack that up for you?” the server asks.
She looks down at the half  sandwich left on her plate. 

The lump in her throat makes it difficult to answer. “Yes,”she  
whispers,“I guess so.”

*   *   *

In her husband’s hospital room, she hangs up the photo deco-
rated with a silver painted macaroni edge, the one their son Charlie 
made last Christmas in kindergarten. “You understand why I can’t 
bring him here? I don’t want him to remember you this way.”  

Her husband blinks his eyes twice for “yes.” She holds his 
hand and tells him how much she loves him. She reads to him 
until the sun starts to set. 
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Four days later they call her at 2:00 a.m. and she stays up the 
rest of  the night writing his obituary.  The memorial service is 
small, just a few friends.

*   *   *

She buys two green houses for Baltic and Mediterranean. 
“You start small. Then you expand and invest,” she tells her 
nine-year-old son, teaching him the rudiments of  Monopoly. 

He looks remarkably like his father, even talks like him. 
“What happens if  you build too fast, spend all your money and 
no one lands on your space,” Charlie asks.

“If  you want to win you have to risk it all.” She takes his 
hand. “That’s how your dad played. It’s a combination of  skill 
and luck. Understand?”

Charlie nods.  
She hears the sound of  the back door opening, her new hus-

band and baby returning from their evening stroll.“And if  you 
lose,” she says, “there’s always the next time and the chance to 
begin again.”

Nadja Maril is a former magazine editor and journalist living in 
Annapolis, Maryland, USA. She has an MFA in Creative Writing 
from the Stonecoast Program at the University of Southern Maine 
and her short stories and essays have been or will be published 
in several literary journals and anthologies including the Scarlet 
Leaf Review, Lunch Ticket, Change Seven, Storynews and 
Burning Love and Bleeding Hearts. Additional credits include 
two reference books on American Antique Lighting as well as  
two children’s books illustrated by her artist father, the  
late Herman Maril.
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Warren Benedetto writes short fiction about horrible people 
doing horrible things, to distract himself from the present political 
reality of horrible people doing horrible things. He has a Master’s 
degree in Film/TV Writing from USC. He is also the developer of 
StayFocusd, the world’s most popular anti-procrastination app for 
writers. He built it while procrastinating. 
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She comes this close only when it snows. Her family knows 
the danger of  the two white eyes. Her older brother doubted 
the family wisdom—he called it suspicious. He went to 

speak to the eyes and did not return. The disappearance fright-
ened even the eldest. The possibility he discovered unknown 
worlds startled their spangled eyes. In the gently falling snow, 
she feels safe at the edge of  the woods. She belongs. Yet a secret  
desire to flee purrs dangerously inside her. Everyday she knows less. 

Boys play hockey in an iced-over blacktop rink on the other 
side of  a whitened field that sews the frozen woods to the park. 
Little concerns her this lazy afternoon. Three days of  weather 
has painted the distant houses in winter and rinsed away the 
dead audience of  leaves, sending the last to remain home. It 
is strange to not see the cows and pigs and chickens grazing 
at the farm next to the field anymore. The midnight lone blue 
pickup truck not parked outside the garage since the sap of  
spring faded and froze. In summer the cornfield grew to half  
its normal height. So far only a few new homes have gone up. 
She still hears the conspicuous calls of  blue jays, chickadees, and 
Carolina wrens that pitch and pipe and dip in conversation and 
other times whistle family warning calls when a hawk or eagle 
or owl comes close. 

Across the meadow a minivan scoots down the hill through 
the fog, marking two trails on the gravel road, stops at the rink 
and a few hockey players hop in. The minivan scoots back up 
the hill turns left onto Folly Road and choo-choos off past the 
new neighborhoods, its white eyes blurred by the snowy polka dot 
kaleidoscope. Not long ago this was farmland. Before that Lenape 
Indians broke horses in the forest here. Yesterday, the hunters shot 
from sunup straight on to sundown. No one got hurt. 

Unlike the startled evening many snowfalls ago when her 
mother disappeared, long enough ago now her own children 
had children. The day was a perfect summer day, the hunters 
shot but failed, and after lunch she went with her mother and 
brother to sleep in the meadow. The sun warmed tired places 
inside them, bathed them in light. When dusk arrived and 
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spilled its plum dream in the sky they still lounged in the field. 
Then heard reports of  shots. They had outstayed their safety. 
The hunters stayed to get their get. They dashed into the woods 
and at the creek they corralled. Mother: Missing. She blamed 
her brother. Her brother’s bravery cost everyone. Before he left, 
rumors spread he claimed to know the two white eyes were not 
eyes but doors. And they were not dangerous. He had talked to 
them. He could prove it to anyone. They told him their name 
and how they worked. Some said he proved it and that’s why he 
never came back. The possibility he crossed over purrs secretly 
in their eyes. But she is and she is not naïve. She senses a space 
between worlds waiting to open at the right time for the right 
her to cross into. 

She wants to see the eyes too. Incurable desires rooted inside 
her have grown ripe and broken open; the world will have its 
way with her. She sprints across the glossy frozen field, past the 
rink, and stops at the back end of  the farmer’s former cornfield. 
On their own last summer the stalks grew small bent ears and 
jaundiced kernels. The old planted rows now buried beneath 
unkept snow. 

When she reaches the shoulder of  the road she slips on 
sewer grates in the gully. If  her friends could see her now they’d 
scream; the little one had betrayed. After her brother they will 
think so. She was warned. On the other side waits another world 
that crushes theirs. That world clears the woods. Kills the wild 
and builds boxes from felled trees to live in. The eyes—can they 
show her this world. 

She steps into the road then pauses on the double yellow 
line. She wants to unhinge from what she does not know. She 
dares them. Show me the eyes. Show me your world. Make clear 
to me the other lives: Who are you. Is it true you abandoned us. 
What moon beckons you. What worlds do you travel through 
on two legs. Drive over me. Ignore me; kill me. Cut around me. 
She dares them. 

A white car comes slowly around the bend, when it hits a 
pothole the driver singing, drumming the melody of  a folk song 
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on the wheel, drops his cigarette. He burns his fingertip retriev-
ing it from the passenger seat. His phone rings and silencing it, 
he drops the cigarette again and reaches over the center console. 
The car swerves and hurls past, in the thicket of  snow and fog 
the driver does not see her. A second car honks. 

Two white eyes stare her down. She dares back. The car 
wails into a terrible shocked slide. The deer’s eyes wisen coldly, 
and the man jerks the wheel his wife, her elbows resting on the 
fence pier, at Lake Nyshamyniah, as she’d done three years earlier 
when she asked if  she was in the prime of  her life, and flirting, he 
said: Tomorrow, yes tomorrow, it’s coming, your prime. The man 
crumbles. His throat forced downwards into his stomach he tries 
to escape to swim up through his throat out his body. 

She still has not seen the eyes she searches.

Louis Elliott is a professor, he teaches at Gratersford Prison through 
Villanova University’s degree program and writer living outside 
New York. His nonfiction has appeared in BOMB, LitHub, Los 
Angeles Review of Books, and elsewhere. He holds an MFA from 
Columbia University.
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She comes to him in his sleep: a shapely outline in sparking 
electric blue flames. Her voice, deep and enticing as she 
calls his name – more enticing than he remembers.

“Hi Jo, it’s me. I’m back again. How are you doing? Is today 
going to be the day? How about opening your eyes? Come on. 
You can do it. Look into my eyes. I’m here for you. Just take a 
little peek.”

He lies there. Eyes clamped shut. He knows what she is, 
what she wants. There is no way he is going to look at her, the 
real her. The dream version is bad enough.

“Jo, I love you Jo. I’m here for you. Come back to me. Open 
your eyes, just a crack. Let me see you. Please try. For me.”

She is a ghost. Worse than a ghost, an avenging spirit. The 
blue sparks are a give away. That, and the fact that he’s killed her.

“Jo, darling, just look at me. Give me something. Open  
your eyes.”

Eyes tight shut, not moving a muscle, he is not going to 
acknowledge he can even hear her. Eventually she will give up 
and go away. For God’s sake, go away!

“Look at me.”
He remembers the explosion: hot gas and raining fire. 

Things didn’t go according to his plans, but he can still see the 
sheet of  roaring flame as it cut between them; the anguished 
look on her face. No one could survive that. He killed her all 
right, but now she is haunting his dreams, denying him peace.

“Jo, honey, it’s me. I’m back again. Is today going to be the 
day? Are you going to look at me?”

If  he looks he’s finished. The eyes are the doorway to the 
soul. Her hatred will suck his to perpetual shadow. He killed the 
bitch to get away from her (and for the money. Mustn’t forget 
the money). He’s not going to let her trap him for eternity.

“Jo, honey, don’t you want to be with me?”
Her voice is the trap: honeyed and alluring. Focus on any-

thing but her voice. This can’t go on forever. Think of  the  
money. Why can’t he remember what he’s done with it? Why 
can’t he remember anything, but her contorted face sinking  
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behind that final, roaring sheet of  flame and her voice: calling  
him, tormenting him?

“Look at me.”
He’s trapped now, like a fly in the web of  her words. There’s 

no escape from them. He might as well be in hell. Perhaps he 
should just look at her and be done with it, confront the horror 
that lies beyond that curvaceous blue outline. But he finds he 
can’t open his eyelids. They are too heavy. It’s like lifting the 
mounds of  rubble he remembers falling when the house col-
lapsed. And still she goes on talking. There’s no escape.

“Jo, honey, it’s me. I’m back again. Are you going to look at me?”
There’s no way he can end this now, even if  he wanted to 

and he wants to. Oh, how he wants to. This is hell.

In the discreet side ward Mary Meloni sits, day after day, 
talking to her damaged, comatose husband, hoping he’ll come 
back to her, somehow. The freak gas-main accident that demol-
ished their house almost destroyed her Jo. She saw the sheet of  
roaring flame as it cut her off from him, but by a miracle he sur-
vived, albeit scarred, maimed and paralysed and in a persistent 
coma. Still, they can do wonderful things with science these days 
and thank God she has the money to pay for it. They say the wires 
send signals to his brain, in effect amplifying her voice within his 
head. If  there’s anything left of  him he’ll hear her. So she’ll keep 
talking to him, day after day after day, hoping he’ll come back to 
her or that, at least, whatever is left of  him will hear her voice and 
be comforted. He deserves what little heaven she can give him.

J.S. Watts is a British poet and novelist. Her poetry, short stories 
and non-fiction appear in publications in Britain, Ireland, Canada, 
Australia and America including: Mslexia and New Myths and have 
been broadcast on BBC and independent radio. Her published 
books include: “Cats and Other Myths”, “Songs of Steelyard Sue”, 
“Years Ago You Coloured Me” and “The Submerged Sea” (poetry) 
and  “A Darker Moon”, “Witchlight” and “Old Light” (novels). 
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I smell the tear gas through my mask and it makes me  
think of  her.

They’re playing our song.
The staccato beat of  police batons on riot shields is the 

rhythm, the sirens a bagpipe drone. The chants, the shouts, the 
megaphone orders—ignored by all sides—join to form a sym-
phony, an ode to impending violence, a cacophony before the 
storm. It’s our song and it’s playing in every city around the 
globe. For a moment, I hear the pluck and strum of  the Taylor 
six-string I used to play, but I shake it off. My only instrument 
now is the rag-stuffed bottle of  gas I hold in my hand. I have a 
lighter in the other. It’s time to join in the music.

The lighter is a brass Zippo with a peace sign on it. She gave 
it to me for my nineteenth birthday. Walked right up on stage in 
the middle of  a gig and pressed it into my hand. She was a musi-
cian, too. Played the ukulele and sang sad songs in a haunting 
alto. But not for money. That was my bag entirely and it ruined 
the thing for me. Take something you’ve loved since the moment 
your mother placed your chubby infant fingers on a guitar and 
turn it into just another crappy way to make money. See how 
that goes for you.

Nineteen. Hell. We were indestructible then. Drinking at my 
gigs, smoking weed in her apartment. We ate mushrooms and 
rode my Triumph a hundred miles into the desert. Or maybe 
only one. It was hard to tell. But I remember looking back over 
my shoulder and seeing her long hair streaming out from under 
her helmet. It reached all the way to the night sky, filling the Big 
Dipper and pointing the way to Polaris. I knew then that I’d 
never be lost when she was with me. She woke me to the prob-
lems in the world, and when she took to the streets I went with 
her. We marched and we sang and we hooked our arms together 
and knew that nothing could stop us. We were invincible.

Indestructible.
Everyone is. Right up until they aren’t. You get older and 

you start to realize just how much in this world can kill you. 
Even the things that aren’t supposed to. A rubber bullet turns 
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deadly if  you land it in just the right spot. The SAS taught the 
Irish that in Belfast, and I learned it in Atlanta when she took 
one to the temple.

That was the end of  non-violent protests for me. The cops 
and the fascists never play along anyway.

Tap tap tap.
The smoke is thick now, stinging my eyes through the gog-

gles. I can’t see the cops. But I can hear them beating out the 
rhythm. I launch on the upbeat toward the center of  the sound 
and watch the flame arc through the sky like a shooting star.  
I get my wish and a screaming descant is added to our song.

She wouldn’t want that, I know. She was a vegetarian,  
a part-time Buddhist. Didn’t even like killing bugs. But she’s 
gone and doesn’t get a vote anymore. Doesn’t get to play her 
ukulele. Doesn’t get to sing her stupid, sad, hopeful songs.

There’s only the one song left for us.
The rhythm turns ragged. Hard to keep tapping your shield 

when you’re getting lit on fire. They still come hard, though, gas 
masks on, shields raised, trying to maintain a line against some 
suddenly fierce resistance. Rocks fly. More Molotovs, too, from 
other soloists like myself. I hear a gun firing, timbale triplets.  
It sounds like it’s coming from our side.

That’s more like it, I think, but it won’t matter.
The cops will charge and my people will break. The mob 

always does when the Cossacks ride in with sabers in hand.
Not me, though.
I have a backpack full of  fire and I will stand till it’s gone.
She decried the violence, always. But as things devolved she 

began to at least understand the need for it. To be successful, a 
non-violent protest needs an opposition that’s at least a little bit 
principled. But with the world winding down into starvation, 
fire, and flood, the people in charge were holding on to their 
dying portion with the ferocity of  an infant hyena devouring its 
littermates.

Besides, we got tired of  lining up peacefully to get our eye-
balls pepper-sprayed.
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I launch another Molotov, and it crashes spectacularly on a 
plexiglass shield. It’s a fine big fireball, but martially ineffective. 
I use the distraction to send one skittering low and it’s much bet-
ter, a line of  flame that sneaks under the shields and sets pants 
legs aflame. There are new screams now, ascending runs played 
on the devil’s violin.

It’s beautiful.
The music swells in my ears and I launch more fire, one 

after the other, arcing and sliding, exploding in red and orange, 
in destruction and pain. The lighter wheel scritches like a guiro, 
accenting the cops’ arrhythmic beat. Bullets fly as the snipers 
sing their stealthy aria, and I take one in the ribcage. But I’m 
armored up and besides, the melody has me and pain is just 
another note on the scale. It’s a dance now, and the music moves 
my feet so that the next bullets ping off the pavement instead 
of  my head. I remember how we danced between sets to the 
house music, or out in the desert to the howls of  coyotes and the 
silence of  the stars. I remember accompanying her as she sat on 
our bed and played me love songs she’d written that broke my 
heart in a verse and stitched it whole again with the chorus. I 
remember harmonies we sang and love we made and they are 
the same, inseparable, a song of  the two of  us in body, in voice, 
in song. I can hear it, our song, our true song, and for a single 
moment it drowns out the other.

Then flaming gas from the Molotov drips onto my hand and 
the sting reminds me of  where I am. And where she is not. The 
new music fills me once more.

Fire flies from my fingertips and when it lands I take grim 
satisfaction in every full-throated note that bursts forth from 
tortured singers. My brothers and sisters are beside me now, 
instruments in hand. The last of  the memories burn away and 
I’m finally glad she’s not here with me. This is no longer any 
music she’d recognize or care to hear. The police line is a mess, 
their rhythm completely gone. But they are no longer the center 
of  the song. Now the melody is the thing, and I play it madly, 
screaming eighth notes of  hatred and flame. The fires build 
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with the music, up the scale chromatically, then higher by whole 
tones, finally scouring octaves off the top of  my range until the 
last bottle slips from my hand and shatters at my feet.

I am aflame.
I am aflame and it’s all part of  the song, the great song, and 

I know we have reached the crescendo, and it can only be per-
formed in blood and fire, in death and madness. I throw myself  
at the line then, and my people follow, for no one breaks tonight, 
not with the music filling us. Our enemies can but flee or burn.

If  there’s a coda, I hope it’s a duet, written for ukulele  
and guitar.  

Adam Stemple is an award-winning author, poet, and musician 
who lives in Minneapolis with his wife and two nearly adult 
children. He has two pets, Seething Anger and Bitter Depression, 
that he feeds entirely too much. You can see more of his work at 
adamstemple.com 
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The poppies quiver on the hillside, heavy with early 
dew. There is more truth, Abimael thinks, at this hour 
than at any other of  the day. The gray hour, he calls it, 

when the land still slumbers, and there is just enough light to 
see how the world really is. All draped in grayscale. Abimael 
slowly unrolls the truck window and lets the cold rush in as he 
shakes a cigarette from his shirt pocket. A covey of  quail scuttle 
from a stand of  chaparral to the low protection of  vineyards, 
the trellises stitching across the hills like ancient profane scars. In 
the distance, the highway rolls out like a limp black tongue and 
he can see distant headlights of  a semi trundling down with an 
early morning haul. Overhead, bats conclude their final flights 
as swallows begin their initial ones.

His stubbled cheeks are lit momentarily, as he flicks on his 
lighter. With the cigarette between two fingers, Abimael places 
his hand to his temple, rubbing thought into being. He reaches 
back to the memory of  the night before . All the men had gath-
ered after work to roast carne asada. They had chipped in for 
the meat to be cooked at one of  the trailers where some lived. 
Wood pallets had been leaned against each other and then lit, 
so that the blaze shone beneath the black sky. Red sparks like 
primitive stars floating into space. The men squatted around the 
fire, some sitting on whatever they could find: cinderblocks, tree 
stumps, upturned buckets. Abimael had sat and stared into the 
fire as one man strummed a four-stringed guitarra and another 
pounded on some dusty snare. Old melodies and nostalgic lyrics 
of  a land that was not this one drifted past his ears, as he stared 
into the blaze, picking meat from his teeth. A sour-smelling man 
sat next to him and passed him a bottle. 

 Some men are only amateur drinkers, but Abimael makes a 
sport of  it, the strongest and sometimes sole contender. Mescal after 
mescal, the filth of  it drained down his throat. Because what more in 
life is there? Money, family, romance? They are dreams for the naïve. 
He truly knows the world only as this black-and-blue bruise expand-
ing across this wasteland of  unpicked fruit and muddy hoofprints.
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Abimael takes a long inhale of  the cigarette. The smoky 
embrace of  the pallet fire is still collected in his beard hair. He 
can taste burnt wood on his lips. In the distance, towards the 
barns, he can make out the massive shape of  the herd shuffling 
as one form. He can hear the slight call of  goat bleats on the 
wind. Abimael tests the weight of  the rifle in his lap, chambers a 
round and continues smoking.

Left waking in the morning haze, clouds part like the dewy 
crack of  an egg. Sun dripping through the seams. We are sen-
tenced to this day and this day again, he thinks. And who unravels 
fate at the garish tip of  small caliber rifles? Who pours the lusty 
melodies, aubade for the rising, dirge for the sinking? All you’re 
guaranteed in life is dirty blood and broken bones. Days counted 
by the roaches piled in an ashtray. And all you can do is scan a 
dusty horizon, and try to measure any changes.

Out in the back forty he spots a long silhouette slinking just 
beside the fenceline. A goat kid dangling limply from its jaws. 
Coyotes are Abimael’s  quarry. Their destruction, his one neces-
sity. But this animal doesn’t move like coyote. It doesn’t trot, but 
rather stalks the fence, stopping here and there, searching for a 
gap. Squinting harder at the animal, Abimael tries to figure out 
what it is and then he sees it: the long unmistakable feline tail. 

 Some of  the older men would talk about how in times of  
drought mountain lions would crawl down from the hills looking 
for something to eat. But that had been 30 years ago and the 
last cats in this area had either been killed or driven far south. 
But Abimael still knows his allotment. He still has his task and 
that is still one of  the farm’s goats hanging from its mouth. So 
he steadies the rifle on the windowsill and stares down the iron 
sight, placing the metal bead right on the cat’s throat. 

Some animals must have a prescience for events to come. 
The goats always know to bunch into the barns right before a 
storm. The sparrows up in the rafters. As Abimael squeezes the 
trigger, the cat turns sharply. He wings it in the abdomen as it 
drops the kid and scuttles under the barbed wire. The crack of  
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the rifle sounds loudly across the quiet fields. A flock of  nearby 
doves fling themselves into the air.  Abimael throws the truck 
into life and steers towards the fenceline. His headlights peer out 
as wild beams thrown into the morning dark.

He slows as he approaches the dead kid and gets out to 
inspect it, the gun still in his hands. A bloody stain around the 
puncture marks on the neck, but other than that it is undis-
turbed. He stoops to feel the wound. A glimmer of  warmth 
trickles into his hand. A recent kill. So small the kid appears next 
to his boots, its limbs sprawled at unnatural angles. Abimael lifts 
it by a single leg and unceremoniously tosses into the back of  
the truck. A loud thunk resonates in the bluing air. He examines 
the barbed wire nearby where a tuft of  hair blows loosely in the 
slight breeze. A wide paw print is pressed lightly in the dusty soil. 
A patter of  red spots dot the ground nearby. Some dark blood 
oozes from a star thistle. 

Abimael squints into the distance, some low lying shrubs, 
chaparral, more thistle and a washed out creek years dry. He 
carefully presses his boot heel on the rusted wire, forcing it down 
and steps over. An easy blood trail leads to the dry creek. 

Abimael has always been out here. First a child, maybe ten 
or eleven, coming across the border to work with his parents in 
the vines. There he stayed for several years until he heard the 
neighboring goat ranch paid slightly more. He lied about his age 
and they sent him to run the herds with the other men. Each 
morning turning them out, throwing out flakes of  alfalfa, stomp-
ing through the skin of  ice on the water troughs. Those years he 
spent packed with a dozen other men in one of  the farm trailers. 
Every room was reserved for sleeping. Mattresses sprawled out 
on the carpet, or just cushions draped with blankets. The choir 
of  snores and bodily functions coaxing him to sleep each night. 
When the previous groundskeeper decided to move back home, 
Abimael lied about knowing how to use a gun, and became the 
new one. The groundskeeper was allowed his own trailer and 
truck. But he learned how to use the gun easy enough, and his 



29ABIMAEL



30 RACONTEUR

dawn patrols became something to savor for him. An hour of  
quiet and cold. A respite away from all the noise. 

He doesn’t hate the coyotes. In fact, he greatly respects them 
as one those animals that can evenly straddle the line between 
urban and rural landscapes. An opportunistic feeder that could 
as easily pillage a dumpster as well as it could a pasture. But 
coyotes kill kids and his job is to protect the goats. He contin-
ues down the crumbling bank into the dry creek bed, where he 
hears raspy whimpers coming from a gnarled mass of  oak roots 
jutting into the creek bed. Abimael creeps forward with the rifle 
barrel poking in front of  him, more an extension of  his arm 
tugging him forward. 

The cat is curled up beneath the protruding root mass. Blood 
has stained its sandy coat. Abimael sees the swollen teats of  a 
female. Whether she has given birth or is it about to, he does not 
know. She looks up balefully at him. Her eyes narrowed to slits.

He stares into her eyes. There is a deep brown amber to 
them like this earth, like these dry hills, like the dirt beneath 
his nails, like his own eyes. Blood has darkened along her ribs. 
She tries to scramble desperately further into the dusty embank-
ment, but there is no one else to go. She surrenders, motionless 
and still blinking. 

Life is creeping out of  her veins, draining into the soil beneath 
her. The cat is held on the edge of  death, weakness shuddering 
throughout her body. She is not from this place, this world. But 
necessity drove her here. Her cubs squeaking out blindly in some 
darkened hole. Or rolling deep, unborn in her womb. Not mad-
ness, but the day’s unfurling of  unjust circumstance led her to 
cross that barbed wire fence, to go searching through the goat 
herd for an attainable kid, for her fangs to sink into that fleshy 
neck, not out of  amusement or malevolence, but of  her primi-
tive right to survive, and the land’s primitive right to deny that. 
Abimael blinks and raises the gun to her skull. She does not flinch. 
He regards her from the vantage of  the steel barrel, sun cresting 
just beyond the gray hills, and removes his knife from his belt. 
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He presses the butt of  the rifle into her neck to prevent her 
from biting and stoops close to her belly, whispering something 
only heard by God and animal. Quickly and precisely he starts 
hacking at the bullet hole, creating a slightly wider incision. She 
attempts to lunge, but he only forces the rifle stock harder down 
on her neck as a knotted vein of  concentration emerges from his 
temple. He slips his hand into the opening and searches around 
in the soft murk until he finds the hard pebble of  the bullet and 
pulls it out. 

He lifts the rifle from her neck and wipes his hand on his 
pants leg. The sun is above the hills now. A pale radiance spreads 
across the landscape as he climbs back up the creek bank and 
into his truck. He does not know if  she lives or dies and does not 
consider it as he drives away with the bullet rolling in the ashtray 
beside other once-ignited objects. 

Jordan Escobar is a writer in Jamaica Plain, MA. His work can 
be found or forthcoming in Water~Stone Review, Texas Poetry 
Review, McNeese Review, and elsewhere.
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RACONTEUR  
CONTESTS
We like paying writers. Doing so has always been a part of  our 
mission. Earlier this year, Raconteur began hosting monthly 
writing contests for our members. To keep it interesting, each 
month’s contest has a fresh new theme or word restriction. 
Contest winners get cash, a one-year subscription to Raconteur 
& other prizes.

For specific contests, find out more at:  
http://raconteurmag.com/contests/

How It Works:

1. On the 1st of  each month, Raconteur will publish their con-
test rules for the month. In the past we’ve been particular on 
theme, however lately, we’re more focused on length. Some 
of  our most exciting contests have been our “6 word story” 
contest in June, and our “12-word story” contest in August 
where we offered a $100 cash prize to the winner. 

2. Submit your $3 entry fee by subscribing via Patreon (see link 
on our submission page). This subscription will cover you 
for all future contests, too. Don’t want to participate in our 
monthly writing contests? Cancel anytime, hassle free.

3. Send your submission to contests@raconteurmag.com as a 
M.S. Word document. Contests close toward the end of  the 
month (usually 26th or 27th).

4. Make sure the subject of  your email includes the name of  the 
contest, (ex. “12 word story - Submission Name - Author Name”)

5. Subscribe to our mailing list or follow us online for updates 
on contest winners. You can find us on Twitter & Instagram 
@RaconteurLitMag, or at raconteurmag.com 
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The Prizes: 

In addition to the specific prizes below, each of  the Top 3 winners 
will have a chance to be published either through Raconteur’s 
online publication, the in-print physical magazine, or through 
another in-print avenue (anthology or collection) should that  
become something we pursue in the near future. 

1st Prize: Cash Prize (Minimum: $50)*

2nd Prize: 1 year e-mag subscription

3rd Prize: 1 year e-mag subscription

* The cash prize is different each month, although we commit to 
having a minimum of  $50 each month. Ex. In July, we paid out 
$100 for our 12-word story competition.

Previous Winners

6 Word Story Contest - June 2020:

3rd Place Winner: 

“Fish in the sea seeks hook.” - Sophie Whetton

2nd Place Winner:

“Lonely terrorist blows up inflatable doll.” - Andrew Carter

1st Place Winner:

“She likes Calibri, he uses Arial.” - Ayoyimika Adesola
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Tevis Shkodra: Hi, Noah. Great to 
have you here. Tell us a bit about 
yourself.

Noah Ballard: I’m a literary agent. 
I’ve been doing that for the better part 
of  9 years. I started working at the 
Emma Sweeney Agency. She’s famous 
for selling Water For Elephants, by 
Sara Gruen, and other large commer-

cial women's fiction as well as narrative non-fiction. [Emma] 
gave me a graduate level hands-on training my first few years. 
Then I started taking on my own clients. After 3 years with her, 
I moved over to Curtis Brown in New York and have been there 
ever since. I just had my six-year anniversary last month. I focus 
mainly on literary fiction, narrative nonfiction, journalism, pop 
culture and memoir, thriller, and mystery. Predominantly for 
adults, but I also do some YA and middle-grade too.

TS: For the brand new writer who has no idea how to even 
find a literary agent online, or engage with them, where do 
you recommend they start out?

NB: Subscribing to the Publisher’s Marketplace free weekly deal 
roundup is an amazing place to start. It aggregates all the new 
deals being completed, from agents and editors and publishing 
houses. There, you can find an accessible list of  who’s selling 
literary fiction, non-fiction, middle-grade, or children’s books. 
You can see the names, the companies they work for, the places 
they’re selling to. You can track specific individuals, imprints, 
and patterns start to emerge. You’re going to start seeing the 
same players, because it’s not a huge industry, especially on the 
agent side of  it. That way, you can create a database for yourself  
with common names that show up for certain types of  books. 

Another great resource is the AAR (Association of  Author 
Representatives). It’s the guild of  literary agents and we all sign 
a canon of  ethics that speaks to money, and the transparency 
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with which we deal with our clients. That’s a great way to get a 
sense of  who’s in the community and who’s practicing by the set 
of  by-laws there. And they have a database too on their website, 
of  who’s looking for what, which can be good to browse.

Poets and Writers have a database, and check-in frequently 
with agents on whether they’re still looking for this or that. It’s 
kept up to date.

TS: For the author then that’s taken that advice and is going 
out now to seek representation, how is it that you recom-
mend they assess whether an agent is first legitimate, and 
then a good fit? 

NB: If  you start seeing deals done by the agent in your weekly 
email blast, you can get a sense of  whether they’re effective. Many 
people today fashion themselves as publishing consultants, and 
that doesn’t necessarily mean they’re actually submitting manu-
scripts to publishing houses, and having success with it. So, be 
wary of  people that don’t have a public track record of  books 
being sold. 

In 2020, Twitter is a great way to engage with agents and 
their clients. Most of  the content I put out is amplifying the 
books my amazing clients have coming out. So, if  you start 
researching an agent and see this person has four different books 
coming out this summer, you’ll see that they are doing the work. 
Then you look at the books they are putting out: this sounds like 
a thriller similar to mine, that sounds like a non-fiction similar 
to mine. You can make little notes on those details and say, “Oh, 
when I reach out to this agent, that’s something I can mention 
because it seems we have a similar taste.”

TS: And so this is how you recommend writers check that 
agents are the right fit, based on the other work they’re  
putting out?

NB: Yeah, I mean, put in the research. A lot of  agents, especially 
younger agents such as myself  take the time to do interviews, put 
out videos and Q&As so that we can make very clear the kind 



37INTERVIEW WITH NOAH BALLARD

of  work we’re looking for. Put the kind of  time into researching 
the agents you’re querying as you did writing and revising your 
book. It only takes a few minutes to Google somebody and read a 
couple interviews that they did and track down their social media. 

TS: Definitely. As to the actual query itself, many new writ-
ers aren’t familiar with the process. So, can you describe it 
for us? 

NB: A query is just a catch-all for the initial contact you make 
with a literary agent, for the purposes of  them representing your 
work in trade channels. The best ones to me are essentially a 
3-paragraph email with the first paragraph being the why did 
this person reach out to me. This speaks to the research we talked 
about earlier, for example: was there something I engaged with 
via Twitter - perhaps a book that I worked on that they liked. 
This is generally best practice to cold outreach—make it per-
sonal. Figure out what your ‘in’ is with people. I’m much more 
likely to reply to folks who have engaged with some of  my writ-
ers and parenthetically even purchased one of  their books, than 
somebody who just writes “Dear Sir/Madam” at the header. 

After that, be clear with the work you’re seeking represen-
tation for. What is the book? What is the general genre of  it? I 
think people tend to get caught up in having it be so specific, 
just have it be “commercial fiction,” or “mystery,” or “thriller,” 
or “it’s a book for middle grade/children.” Focus on the broad 
brushstrokes without having to say, “It’s domestic, commercial, 
suspense” with whatever themes. Don’t worry about that. Just 
tell me basically what it is. 

The word count is important too. I’ll have pieces come in 
at 25,000 or 35,000 words, which isn’t a realistic length that a 
contemporary publisher is looking for. That may change with 
some novellas having success in a more literary space, but a pub-
lisher is generally looking for nothing less than 60,000 words—it 
doesn’t cover their cost of  printing the work. On the other hand, 
if  a piece comes in at 250,000 words, that’s like 3 or 4 books. 
That’s not going to be something that, especially for a debut 
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author, a publisher is going to take a chance on because the list 
price on that book, just to cover their cost of  printing, is going 
to be $40-50. That’s a factor to keep in mind, too. If  I see some-
thing out of  the 60,000 to 100,000 range, I know the person 
submitting doesn’t quite know what they’re doing yet. That’s 
with the asterisk of  certain exceptions of  certain genres, or lon-
ger nonfiction works that require that word length. 

Next, include, a little about the book. I always tell people the 
best way to write a synopsis in the middle paragraph of  your 
query is to picture a friend of  yours who just came out of  a 
movie and you asked, “What was the movie about?” They’re 
not going to take you through the nuances of  the theme or 
whatever like that. They’re going to give you 3-4 sentences like, 
“Oh, it’s about this guy who tries to do X but he’s having trou-
ble doing it because of  these extenuating circumstances and if  
he doesn’t do it, then the world is going to explode.” Usually, 
it’s specific about the stakes and the circumstances around that, 
or the protagonist. Your friend may then suggest, “If  you liked 
this movie, you’re going to like this other movie.” If  you come 
up with a couple relevant comparisons to other books, you may 
feel like you’re in a conversation with an agent. They can work 
on making these suggestions more relevant in terms of  the past 
couple of  years or having the writer have a similar platform to 
you, but just give me a sense if  I liked X, Y, and Z books how I’ll 
also be attracted to yours. 

In the final paragraph, provide a quick biography, something 
interesting about you and something that shows me that you’ve 
taken the time to work on your craft in a meaningful way. This 
could mean you got your MFA at Iowa, or that you worked with 
a freelance editor for a number of  months to really put in the 
work to get the story to the place where you feel like you can’t 
do any better. That’s really what I’m trying to assess, too. When 
I see a submission say, “I just finished my first draft,” that’s a red 
flag to me. I want to see somewhere that you’ve not only writ-
ten the story but that you’ve taken the time to do a considered 
revision on it. And then anything interesting about you that will 
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separate you not only as an authority about the piece you’re 
writing about, but maybe a weird fact about you that, 18-24 
months down the road, when you’re on NPR with Terry Gross, 
she can ask you about in the last minutes of  your interview that 
people wouldn’t have guessed about. Whatever those things 
happen to be. And again, 3-4 sentences, kick it with what city 
and state you live in so I can get a sense of  that, any connections 
professional or personal that you may have, if  you’re part of  a 
national organization that has thousands of  members—that’s 
good to know about, if  you’re famous with a famous author, 
or you worked with someone in your undergrad or graduate 
studies or in a writing workshop, those are good things to know 
because those are the kinds of  connections that, when the book 
is being published, we can reach out to those people and say, 
“Hey, would you mind sharing a kind word about my work?”

TS: Is there something you see often that you’d qualify as 
a mistake that people tend to make in their query letters? 
Anything that turns you off?

NB: Other than being too general, the other thing people make 
of  doing is making the letter in the voice of  the character from 
the book they’re pitching, or making it too conversational about 
it. I don’t want to be pulled in— You know, a lot of  queries I read 
start out like, “What happens when you’re faced with the biggest 
nightmare of  losing your child?”— The thriller premise proceeds 
after that. But I’m not a reader being pitched a book. I’m a pro-
fessional looking to develop a relationship with you. So, what’s 
more interesting to me is your profile and the goals you have for 
the book, before we even get into the plot of  the book. This also 
speaks to the fact I’m not just looking to sign up an author for a 
one-off book. I’m looking to develop a potentially lifelong rela-
tionship with someone for the full length of  their career that may 
extend to numerous books. So, don’t sell yourself  too hard on just 
one book, or make the mistake that your book needs to be pitched 
in such a way that your protagonist wrote your query letter—that 
says to me that this person is going to be difficult to work with. 
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TS: Interesting. Is there something that tends to make you 
want to sign a writer?

NB: Yeah, keep in mind that the query letter is just the thing 
that gets us to go to the sample pages—I ask for 10-15 sam-
ple pages at the bottom of  the email. It’s really just to get me 
intrigued enough to read your first few sentences. Then again, 
keep in mind that the query is not what’s going to get an agent 
to sign you. It’s going to be reading the full manuscript and then 
having a candid conversation with you on the phone, or Zoom, 
or, maybe at some point, in person.

So, for me the query is just the opening salutation towards 
someone’s work and being able to write a professional-looking 
email says to me that you’re savvy enough that, if  we do proceed 
together, you’re going to make a good impression, not only on 
me, but on the colleagues that you’re going to be dealing with 
and my contacts at the publishing houses. 

TS: Yeah, we’ve definitely heard agents tell us that they 
look for authors with that longevity who want to write 
more than just one book. How do you recommend writers 
go about making that clear? Do they blatantly say that in 
the query letter? What is the best wording?

NB: If  you’ve written a genre series that lends itself  to multiple 
books, best practice states your first book should stand alone. 
For example, the first Harry Potter book stands alone. It doesn’t 
need a full series for you to understand this one contained narra-
tive. Of  course, it lends itself  to a longer series. So, if  your book 
does that, you state in your query, “While being self-contained, 
it has series potential.” Very rarely these days are authors sign-
ing big, multi-book contracts without first proving the market a 
little with a first book. It’s the second and third deal that con-
tinues on that series, if  an audience is attracted to it. For YA 
and middle-grade, some publishers are willing to do two and 
three book deals, especially if  the author has a previous publi-
cation that shows some level of  success. Keep in mind, the kind 
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of  investment you’re asking people for if  you are an unproven, 
debut author. 

TS: You mentioned the first few sample pages that you ask 
for, do you tend to place more weight on those or the query?

NB: I don’t give the query a ton of  weight, really. It’s just the 
introduction. If  it’s competently written, I typically jump to the 
sample pages. That being said, a surprisingly high amount of  
the queries I get, like 50%, are for books I would never repre-
sent because they’re the wrong genre, or because, especially for 
non-fiction, there’s no market for whatever kind of  book is being 
pitched. But if  it gets past that initial smell test, I just jump to the 
pages. It’s pretty clear, I think, from even the first few sentences 
whether or not there’s a base level competence that this writer has 
in order for them to find success in commercial, trade publishing. 

TS: And for the writer stuck in the query trenches, what’s 
the tip you’d give? Because we hear contrary advice all the 
time—edit the query, don’t edit too much, just persist, and 
of course it’s particular to the situation, but is there any-
thing that comes to mind in general that can be of help to 
the writer stuck in the query trenches?

NB: You need to read between the lines a little with querying. 
If  you send out 10 query letters for your debut novel and you’re 
not getting a single response, not even a canned “thanks but no 
thanks,” I think there’s something wrong with the letter itself. If  
you’re getting partial requests and that’s where the rejection is 
coming, then that speaks to having some flaw in the narrative or 
in the writing itself. 

You have to do it slowly but surely. I always tell people to 
never query to more than 5 or 6 people in a round because you 
only get 1 shot to make a first impression. If  you send out 5 or 
6 queries and you get a couple of  polite rejections, then that 
speaks to the fact that your first few pages may not be where you 
should start this narrative. 
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If  it’s non-fiction, you have to make the issue or topic you’re 
writing about impactful. You have to show it’s urgent for this 
moment. So, if  you’re not hearing back from people, you have 
to think about how you’re framing the story and if  there is some 
more contemporary relevance, something that you can draw in 
to make people care more about it in this moment in time. 

Aside from the querying process, the work is not simply done 
through that kind of  outreach, the work on the fiction side is to 
start placing short stories in magazines, journals, and websites. 
Start pitching book reviews. Separate yourself  and, not only 
endear yourself  to others, but give yourself  some bylines here so 
that people can recognize your name. That puts you above and 
beyond people querying who think it is enough to be writing in 
this bubble, and only when the work is done, send it out. I don’t 
think that that’s true anymore.

On the non-fiction side, if  you are writing about whatever 
it is, you have to set yourself  up as an authority on this topic. If  
you’re writing a history of  World War II, you should be pitch-
ing articles and essays that show that this particular battle or 
this particular thing has contemporary parallels that nobody’s 
considered before. Then, agents are going to start to recognize 
your name as an authority, and recognize that you, for exam-
ple, published this Op-Ed in The New York Times about this 
perspective not considered before. This is a platform develop-
ing. It is going to be an easier book than just saying, “Here’s an 
academic who’s never published in the trade market before that 
we’re trying to break out.” Because that’s a harder thing to do.

TS: Absolutely. So, of course we talk about platforms 
a lot for non-fiction authors, but for the fiction authors 
you’re saying it’s still of importance to be getting, let’s say, 
vignettes or short stories out into literary magazines.

NB: Yeah, literary magazines, websites… There’s never been more 
venues in which to publish fiction. I mean, parenthetically, there 
have never been fewer places that pay for fiction. But in terms of  
physically getting the word out, there are so many websites, and tiny 
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journals, and academically affiliated journals. There’s a whole spec-
trum going from some ma-and-pop blog all the way to The New 
Yorker and The Paris Review that you build your way up into, the 
same way that you would build up a resume. You don’t apply first 
for CEO. You start in the proverbial mailroom and work your way 
up. So, really, it’s endearing yourself  to editors and building your 
resume so that, by the time you’re submitting your novel, or your 
collection of  short stories, or whatever it happens to be, having 5 or 
6 publications helps you. Going back to the query letter, that’s what 
I look for in that bio there. When a person has a pretty robust list of  
“Oh I was published here, here, and here,” I’m going to prioritize 
reading that person’s query over someone who has nothing.

TS: Would you recommend authors include in their bio 
then pieces they’ve had published that are in genres differ-
ent to their work being pitched in the query? Like, if  you’re 
writing fiction, does it make sense to mention nonfiction 
articles you’ve had published?

NB: Yeah. Any kind of  publication history you have is going to 
present opportunities to publicize your book. It’s not just getting 
your foot through the door saying, “I’m an established writer 
and I’ve been published in a number of  places.” It’s also identi-
fying publicity opportunities for when the book comes out. And 
publishers won’t tell you this, but the reality is that the lion’s 
share of  the publicity campaign for books in this space right 
now is done by the author. So to show upfront that there are 
opportunities and contacts and groups, an audience and a read-
ership there, that’s half  the battle.

TS: Absolutely. Can you tell us then, to wrap this up, about 
your upcoming course on querying? 

NB: It’s going to be about breaking down those three paragraphs, 
the strategies that you employ to have a targeted approach to que-
rying, so that you’re querying the right people, you’re querying peo-
ple with the bandwidth to take on new authors, and finding a way 
to speak about your work in a way that’s not overly pitchy/hoaky. 
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And then finding reference points within the industry of  the past 
5-10 years. We’re throwing out some of  the conventional wisdom 
just in the Coronavirus environment now, just about what people 
are interested in. But really figuring out a way to look at the market 
itself  and say, “This is where I fit in.” “This is the shelf  that I’m 
going to sit on.” “These are the readers that are going to come 
to my work.” And then figuring out how to describe yourself  as a 
professional with all the accomplishments that you’ve had, things 
that you aspire to do, and figuring out how to say that in a short 
and sweet biography that makes you sound like a savvy business 
professional that I’d want to do work with.

TS: Is there anything that I didn’t touch on, Noah, that you 
wanted to mention?

NB: Yeah, for authors looking to begin querying and getting 
their foot in the door in publishing, one of  the big things is 
patience. You have to value the craft of  writing over the little 
benchmarks of  success that we find to validate our sense of  what 
a writer or author is. As challenging as querying and landing an 
agent and having an agent send the book out and landing an 
editor at a publishing house and then going through the process 
with them is—and whatever it is you’re hoping to find with that, 
you have to enjoy the process too. Or else, there’s never going 
to be a moment where you’re like, “Yes! I’m done.” So, keeping 
that in mind as you go into this that you always have that book 
there and  if  you’re working on that one book, maybe it’s a good 
thing to start a second or third book, or wherever you are in the 
process, to give your creativity some outlet while you’re more 
focused on the business side of  things, which I feel like can rob 
you of  your energy for new projects. 

TS: Such a good point. Shifting into the business side of  
things can be emotionally taxing for writers so to have that 
outlet there is really great advice. 
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NB: For sure. Think about it as a wholly different thing. It doesn’t 
validate your writing, or make it any better or worse that you’re 
now moving into this query phase. You’re still a writer because 
you make the time to write. Keeping this in mind while you’re 
going through that process, I think, will make it a lot less painful.

TS: Right. So, can you give us your Twitter handle, since 
you did mention you’re active on Twitter? 

NB: Sure. I’m @noahballard, and I mostly spend time high-
lighting my clients’ great work, and trends in publishing.

TS: And is there anywhere else online we can find you?

NB: I’m also on curtisbrown.com, Poets And Writers, and the 
AAR. I’ve done a number of  interviews which you can find if  
you just Google my name. I pop up.

TS: Great, thanks so much for your time, Noah!

Noah is a Literary Agent at Curtis Brown, Ltd., one of the world’s 
leading literary agencies based in New York and San Francisco, 
founded in 1914. After studying creative writing at the University 
of Nebraska-Lincoln, he began his career in publishing at Emma 
Sweeney Agency. Noah specializes in literary fiction, short 
story collections, and narrative non-fiction, including memoir, 
journalism, and pop culture. He is considered by Writer’s Digest 
as the top literary agent to follow on Twitter. Noah has appeared 
at graduate writing programs and writers’ conferences across the 
United States, speaking on the subject of query letters, building 
non-fiction platforms, and submission etiquette. A New Jersey 
native, Noah currently lives in Brooklyn.
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About The Art

Cover Art: Anna Kuptsova

Anna Kuptsova is an illustrator and creative designer born in 
Ukraine. She graduated from British Higher School of  Art and 
Design and dedicated the last 10 years to illustration, design and 
art direction. During this time she collaborated with various 
international agencies, magazines and individual clients.

Anna’s main interest lies in developing and creating illustra-
tions for editorial, brand key visuals and websites. As an artist 
she is known for her vivid, romantic, and thought-provoking 
digital art. Anna draws her inspirations from cinematography, 
works of  twentieth century artists, science fiction, fine arts and 
her favorite music.

Instagram: @anniko_story

Cinzia Piazza (Page 1) 

Born 34 years ago in Venice, Italy. Her real name is Cinzia but 
everyone calls her Ciwa, a nickname of  unclear origins that fits 
perfectly. Following a university degree in biology, she fell in 
love with Bèzier’s curves and vector illustration, which has now 
become her profession.

Cinzia’s work is the perfect balance between clean lines and 
flat colors of  vector graphics. Her conceptual illustrations, in 
their harmony and atmosphere, beg viewers to draw personal 
interpretations from the art.

Instagram: @ciw_a
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Celia Benedetto (Page 4) 

Celia Benedetto is an artist who specializes in digital painting, 
motion graphics, and animation. Her work is influenced by art-
ists such as Isabel Burke, Ceasar Ian Muyuela, and the anima-
tion of  Laika Studios. She has been a featured guest on panels 
at ComicCon and WonderCon.

Instagram: @celiadrawsthings

Warren Benedetto (Page 6-9) 

Warren Benedetto is a graphic designer based in Southern 
California. He specializes in user interface and user experience 
design, with clients such as Sony Music, Columbia Records, Def  
Jam, New Line Cinema, Universal Pictures, Virgin Records, 
Warner Bros., and more. He has also worked as a Creative 
Director and Director of  User Experience at PlayStation, where 
he is currently Director of  Global Product Strategy. 

Cody Muir (Page 10)

Cody Muir is an illustrator based in Bar Harbor, Maine. He 
graduated with a BFA from the University of  Idaho and has 
experience as an in-house designer and freelance illustrator for 
primarily editorial and institutional clients. Cody specializes in 
utilizing atmosphere to explore mood and setting as storytelling 
avenues. His work is built around contrast, colors, and grainy 
textures which gives it a dreamlike quality.

Instagram: @magicmuir
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Polina Caprice (Page 16)

Polina Caprice is a freelance illustrator and motion designer 
from Russia. She creates vector illustrations and 2d animations 
and much more. You can find more works on her instagram.

Instagram: @polina_caprice

Roberto Cigna (Page 20)

Roberto Cigna is an Italian-based illustrator and graphic 
designer. After studying cinema and mass media communica-
tions in northern Italy, and in Rome, Cigna began working as a 
graphic designer and an illustrator. Cigna’s style is simple, with 
minimal detail, and a strong narrative vision. His editorial and 
political illustrations appear in newspapers and magazines, and 
are used for corporate and educational branding.

Instagram: @robertocignaillustration

Rich Stromwall (Page 29) 

Rich Stromwall has been illustrating and designing profession-
ally since 1988, and has freelanced from his home in Deephaven, 
Minnesota since 1998. He specializes in conceptual and techni-
cal imagery, as well as logo design. But he can also design and 
lay out any kind of  print materials for advertising, public rela-
tions, education, etc. He is proud to have recently reduced his 
average coffee intake from 20 oz down to 12 oz per day.

Instagram: @stromwallrich
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SUPPORT US  
ON PATREON
Raconteur is independently run by a small and dedicated team 
of  writers, readers, and illustrators. Our future issues depend on 
readers supporting us along the way. If  you enjoyed this issue, 
and want to get involved further, check out our Patreon page to 
see how. 
Find out more at: patreon.com/raconteurmag 
You can also follow our Instagram at: @Raconteurlitmag

We’re Accepting Submissions for Issue 6: 
Raconteur is always on the lookout for new voices to share with 
the world. We’re looking for fiction and poetry that makes us 
think, feel. We want to be taken on a journey, to experience 
your story to the fullest. We accept any type of  genre and style 
so long as the story is memorable and engaging. We’re based in 
Toronto, but gladly accept and publish international writers. 
Find out more at: raconteurmag.com
Submit your work at: submissions@raconteurmag.com 

Call for Volunteers: 
Whether it is reading, editing, graphic design, social media or 
illustrating, Raconteur is always looking for extra help. Our 
team is composed of  a core group of  talented professionals ded-
icated to making each issue of  the magazine the best it can pos-
sibly be. If  this sounds like you, then contact us at submissions@
raconteurmag.com with “VOLUNTEER” in the subject line of  
your email. 

Advertising:
If  you have a book, podcast, writing-related event / group or 
publication you would like to promote, you can reach out to us 
for a half  page or full page spread for future issues of  Raconteur. 
We’re more than happy to help out the writing community with  
upcoming opportunities. 
Contact us at submissions@raconteurmag.com with 
“ADVERTISING” in the subject line of  your email. 




